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STRUCTURAL VIOLENCE, FOOD INSECURITY, AND CHRONIC DISEASE 
 
 IN THE LIVES OF MATTAPAN’S BLACK WOMEN  
RACHEL J. FARTHING  
ABSTRACT 
This is a qualitative study that seeks to understand the intersections of food 
insecurity and chronic diseases in the lives of women living in Mattapan. This research 
takes place in Mattapan, a neighborhood in Boston. Mattapan is a very diverse and 
unique community which is home to a majority of people of color. Mattapan is often 
criticized and viewed as an undesirable place to live for those who live outside of its 
borders. These negative stereotypes and the presence of structural violence has generated 
a built site scarcity within the Mattapan community. This makes it incredibly difficult for 
Black women in Mattapan to be healthy because their environment actively prevents 
them from doing so.    
It is important to give women special consideration when looking at food 
insecurity because more increasingly they are becoming the sole and primary caregivers 
in their homes. They are responsible for the production and preparation of food within 
their families. Therefore, it is necessary and important to focus on this particular 
population and obstacles they endure navigating those obstacles.  
This research focuses on how past and present lived experiences of women of 
color in Mattapan inform how these women identify, understand, define, and interpret 
structural factors that contribute to food insecurity, and chronic diseases. Having access 
to fresh and affordable food is one of the most basic necessities of life. Yet, many 
  viii 
communities of color across the country lack this basic access. Twenty percent of all 
African American household’s experience food insecurity compared 12.5 percent of the 
nation as a whole. In addition, African-American women are almost twice as likely to be 
overweight and obese compared to non-Hispanic White women.  
With such grave proportions of African-Americans suffering from chronic 
diseases it is important to consider the ways in which obesity systematically occurs. 
Structural violence and the presence of structural barriers inhibit Black women from 
eating healthy. In predominately Black and immigrant communities like Mattapan the 
environment is a major barrier that women must navigate every day in order to achieve 
healthiness.  
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CHAPTER ONE:  
Introduction 
 
 
Today the dreams of the mothers are coming true. We have still our poverty and 
degradation, our lewdness and our cruel toil; but we have too, a vast group of women of 
Negro blood who for the strength of character, cleanness of soul, and unselfish devotion 
of purpose, is today the peer of any group of women in the civilized world. And more than 
that, in the great rank and file of our five million women, we have the up-working of new 
revolutionary ideals, which must in time have vast influence on the thought and action of 
this land.  
-W.E.B DuBois (1969, p. 185) 
“They’re trying to kill the Black people. They are trying to take the community 
from us and turn it into a White community. 
“You don’t even want to walk in Mattapan. They make you scared of your own 
neighborhood, but in their neighborhoods, they’re doing it. They have no respect for us, 
they treat us like we’re nothing.” 
 Sierra, who had just walked across the street from Burger King, approached the 
tent where Nina and I were talking. Overhearing our conversation about inequalities in 
the neighborhood. she interjected:  
Figure 1: America’s Food Basket Mural on October 2018. Courtesy of Rachel 
Farthing. 
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“The food they serve is fake, the food I’m eating right now is fake!” 
 Waving the breakfast sandwich she had just purchased in the air, Nina 
continued:  
“Exactly! We DON’T have access to healthy food. If you want to have access, you 
have to go to other communities. Some people don’t have the means, the funds for 
that, or they can’t travel long distances. Not to mention the bus runs only every 
hour! That’s discouragement for you to go anywhere.”  
I have more to say… 
“There is not rent control. The rent is so high, like you’re about to see 
Jesus, that’s how high it is! They’re shipping us out of our own city!  So how do 
you expect us to move forward? We trying to get a foot forward but end up taking 
ten steps backward, because the white man always trying to trap us down. We 
have a lack of education, lack of funding, lack of community effort…lack of 
anyone giving a damn, really!”  
“Yeah, tell them to stop buying all of the houses in the neighborhood, 
talking about, You’re trying to make it better!” You’re not trying to make it better. 
You ain’t making it better. You trying to kick us out of our own community…” 
“Give us what we deserve and leave is alone. That’s all I have to say” 
No One Cares 
Nina lives and works in the community of Mattapan, one of the twenty-three 
designated neighborhoods of Boston, Massachusetts. She is a volunteer at the Mattapan 
Square Farmer’s Market, a mother, a wife, and a community activist. She is passionate 
about her neighborhood, and about the people who live there. 
Nina’s response shows a level of consciousness and awareness of the larger 
structural and environmental forces that act upon her community, creating layers of 
inequities. Every day, she encounters, navigates, and resists the overwhelming presence 
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of structural barriers, which are systematically woven into the framework of our 
government, policies and institutions. They are both deliberate and unconscious. They are 
limiting. They make it difficult and, in some cases, impossible for Black women in 
Mattapan to access the resources they need to be healthy. These women encounter and 
must navigate structural barriers every day, in order to survive. 
Unfortunately, Nina’s narrative is one that I repeatedly heard throughout the year 
and half I conducted research and fieldwork in Mattapan. Many of the community 
members I spoke with—whether in formal interviews, spontaneous conversations or the 
different meetings I attended—shared sentiments similar to Nina’s. Like people of color 
across the nation— particularly in urban centers—on a daily basis they experience the 
injustice of not being able to access nutritious foods in their own community, due to their 
race, income, and perceived value. I regularly heard community members say that they 
felt that “Mattapan is last on the list in Boston” (if it is even recognized at all). And 
indeed, the city has continued to demonstrate to the residents of Mattapan community 
that they are an afterthought. These women not only feel that people in power don’t care; 
they see this indifference expressed through a lack of action as well. As Sierra, one of my 
participants, said:  
Also… no one cares. I don’t say that meaning community members don’t care. 
But, like, our mayor doesn’t care, our governor doesn’t care. So why would 
anyone else care? 
I don’t think Charley Baker has been here, and this market has been open 
for like a good 11 years. I don’t even know if he knows what Mattapan is. Marty 
[Walsh] has been here, but that’s for his own good. It’s promotional, always 
during voting season. 
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Why Mattapan? 
 
  During this study, I worked with the Mattapan Food and Fitness Coalition 
(MFFC), which describes itself as “a collaborative organization, bringing together 
Mattapan residents, organizations and others to work on improving the food and physical 
activity environments in Mattapan, Massachusetts.” As one of Boston’s neighborhoods, 
Mattapan is home to a community of over 36,000 individuals, ninety-two percent of 
whom are people of color. The neighborhood has had a long history of dealing with 
racism, which has affected the resources it has received from the city, and compromised 
the health of many of its residents as a result.  
Community members must constantly lobby and organize for the health-related 
changes their neighborhood desperately needs. These needs include developing walkable 
sidewalks, improving bike lanes, repairing state-owned playgrounds, and providing 
proper fencing so that children can play safely without the fear of them being hurt in the 
street. These are all repairs for which the city is responsible. They are also improvements 
that make it possible and more convenient to participate in healthy activities.  
Many women in Mattapan work multiple jobs, for long hours, trying to keep a 
roof over their heads and feed their families, while navigating the structural barriers that 
affect their neighborhood. The ultimate slap in the face of the Mattapan community is 
that only one grocery store lies within the neighborhood’s borders. One grocery store for 
a community of 36,480 people. Nor is it a supermarket, with a wide variety of green, 
leafy vegetables, ripe fruits, and organic grains. Instead, it is a run-down, ill-equipped 
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site, with a high volume of processed and high-caloric snacks, and an extremely small 
selection of nutritious options.  
Why Black women?  
“You know, honey, us colored folks is branches without roots and that makes 
things come round in queer ways. You in particular. Ah was born back due in 
slavery so it wasn’t for me to fulfill my dreams of what a woman oughta be and to 
do… you can’t beat nobody down so low till you can rob ’em of they will. Ah 
didn’t want to be used for a work-ox and a brood-sow and Ah didn’t want mah 
daughter used dat way neither” (Hurston 1937, p.15) 
In her 1937 novel, Their Eyes were Watching God, Zora Neale Hurston  tells a 
coming-of-age story that explores gender roles, femininity, race, and liberation. Nanny, 
the grandmother of  the main character Janie, reflects on her time as a slave and her need 
to escape the plantation. Her decision highlights the ways in which she had to straddle the 
complexities of being a woman working the fields, and also having to engage in forced 
sexual encounters for the plantation owner’s sole benefit.  
African American women have historically played a pivotal role in the 
preparation and cooking of food for their masters, their families, and themselves. That 
tradition has persisted into the present day, although not in the same manner. Now, 
women are consumed with the convolutions of resisting and navigating various forms of 
oppression, racism, and structural violence. The act of cooking was, in many ways, an act 
of love and sharing. Transitioning from slaves to share croppers, Blacks in America had 
few financial assets, if any at all. The sharing and preparation of food, and passing down 
of recipes, was one of the only assets that families were able transmit, first orally and 
then eventually through written documents.  These documents transcended history, and 
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contributed to the cuisine known as Soul food, a term coined in the North in the 1960’s 
and 1970’s.  
This term evolved in an effort of African-Americans to define self and tradition in 
White America. Doris Witt explains that the term was intended to “be construed not just 
synchronically but also diachronically, as a part of an ongoing debate among African 
Americans over the appropriate food 'practices' of blackness" (Witt  1999, p.80).  Soul 
food has three defining attributes according leading scholars in the field. The term 
embodies, “a connection to Africa and the diet of enslaved blacks, something inherent in 
the black body, and a tool to define a black identity” (Baraka, Van Deburg, Witt YEAR, 
p.82). Today, although many women in Mattapan grew up with these traditions, the daily 
toil and negotiations for equity have deterred their continuing these traditions, whether 
by cooking soul food, or by cooking any meals at all. Like many women, their daily food 
regime is no longer focused on cooking and preparing food. However, the added 
challenges facing Black women living in an environment of scarcity make it act for 
survival, amidst the burdens of life that have been and are systematically placed on their 
lives as Black women.  
 
The Work is Never Done: Family Dynamics, Caregiving and Work  
Both during and since the years of enslavement, Black women have always had to 
negotiate their role in society as a woman and as a worker. Although economic privilege 
played a role in how women were perceived, white women were innately considered 
pure, innocent and generally unfit to engage in any form of manual labor. Yet, as Angela 
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Davis writes, Black women were not afforded the “benefits of the ideology of 
feminity”(1972,p. 7). She continues to explain how a Black woman was forced into 
manual labor, and held equal to her male counterparts in the field.  Davis writes: “She 
was not sheltered or protected; she would not remain oblivious to the desperate struggle 
for existence unfolding outside the ‘home.’ She was also there in the fields, alongside the 
man, toiling under the lash from sun-up to sun-down” (1972, p.7). 
Women had no control over any aspect of their lives, not even their reproductive 
system and partners. Even the labor of bearing children was dictated by the master of the 
plantation. Women would often be mated with the strongest males on the plantation, to 
produce the strongest offspring. Having children still did not spare enslaved women from 
field work, or the punishment from falling behind in that work, As Moses Gandy, ex-
slave, recounted:  
Women who had sucking children suffered much from their breasts 
becoming full of milk, the infants being left at home; they therefore could not 
keep up with the other hands: I have seen the overseer beat them with raw hide so 
that the blood and the milk flew mingled from their breasts”(Gandy 1842, p.9). 
 
Another slave in North Carolina recalled having to carry her youngest child in the 
field with her while she worked: "When it get hungry she just slip it around in front and 
feed it and go right on picking or hoeing." Black women were forced to work twelve- to 
eighteen-hour days, alongside men, sharing in the “deformed equality of equal 
oppression” (Davis 1972, p.8). New mothers were immediately thrown back into the 
fields and expected to perform at the same rates after enduring the excruciating pains of 
labor. They were not spared from punishments, but had to keep up with male field hands, 
while caring for children at the same time.  
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This ideology of the Black women as a strong figures—as work mules who have 
had to work to survive, and who could handle anything—not only left Black women 
unprotected; it projected the idea that they could and should be able to do everything. 
Black women are just expected to keep up, having done so for centuries by force, and 
continuing to take on these responsibilities today. The duality of working at this level is 
what prompted Sojourner Truth to ask her famous question “Ain’t I a women?” In many 
ways, the historical image of Black women as caring for their families and working 
outside of the home has become ingrained into the larger society as a whole.  
Now, more than ever, traditional heteronormative roles of men and women are 
shifting, and in many ways merging. Women in the United States are taking on roles 
previously held by men and vice versa.  While for most Americans, the ideal gender 
norms are shifting, Black women are increasingly taking on both roles in their families, in 
ways that are reminiscent of three hundred years ago. Black women have historically had 
the largest participation in the labor market.  In 1880, 35.4% of married Black women, 
and 73.3% of single black women, were in the labor force, as compared with only 7.3% 
of married white women and 23.8% of single white women (Banks 2019). The jobs that 
Black women were allowed to have were confined to “low-wage and agriculture work” 
(Amott & Mattaei, 1996). They were often excluded from higher paying jobs, even when 
these became available to women in the 1970s, when White women joined the workforce 
at monumental rates, making it evident that, although free, Black women were expected 
to persist in the categories of work imposed on them during slavery.  
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Although no longer slaves, Black women often still work extensive hours without 
equitable pay. Today, Black female-headed households account for 68% of all homes in 
the U.S (Williams 2014). In 1950, the number of female-headed households was only 18% 
(Williams 2014). Black women aged 40-44 were  more likely to have married than were 
white women of the same age (Raley et al., 2015). It was not until the mid 1960s and the 
early 1970s that the marriage rate drastically decreased within the Black community. 
Between 1960 and 1985, female-headed families grew from 20.6 to 43.7 percent of all 
Black families, compared with the growth from 8.4 to 12 percent for White families 
(Ricketts).  
This decrease can be attributed to a myriad of events. In 1965, the Moynihan 
Report was released, in which Senator Daniel Moynihan blamed the Black family 
structure—and particularly the presence of female-headed households—for the social and 
economic problems suffered by Blacks, and for the poverty of Black families. In 1971, 
President Nixon officially declared the “War on Drugs”, and in 1986 the Anti-Drug 
Abuse Act was passed under President  Reagan’s administration. These policies came, in 
part, in response to what became known as the “Crack Cocaine Epidemic”, as crack 
cocaine flooded inner city neighborhoods throughout the U.S. between the early 1980s 
and ‘90s. The 1986 Act penalized the possession or trafficking of crack at a hundred-to-
one ratio, as compared trafficking powdered cocaine—a practice more common among 
White American drug users. Accordingly, “between 1980 and 2015, the number of 
people incarcerated in America increased from roughly 500,000 to over 2.2 million” 
(www.naacp.org). Today, Black Americans represent 12.5% of illicit drug users, but 29% 
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of those arrested for drug offenses, and 33% of those incarcerated in state facilities for 
drug offenses (www.naacp.org). 
  What lawmakers like Moynihan would regularly fail to recognize was that 
systematic polices, laws, and documents removed large numbers of Black men from their 
families. With a disproportionately high percentage of Black men in jail, it has been left 
to Black women to provide for their families, alone. Additionally, the resulting imbalance 
to household economies further contributed to the poverty rate, further compromising the 
ability of Black women to provide the essentials for their families, such a good and 
healthy foods. 
I am writing this thesis through the lens of structural violence. By this I mean that 
I am analyzing Mattapan, as a site, to understand the ways in which the social, economic, 
and political systems are intertwined to work against the women who live there. 
Structural violence is rooted in racism and other prejudices that shape our society. It 
affects how people live and “perpetuates inequalities in health and well-being” 
(cherchicago.org), directly targeting the most vulnerable members of our society. In 
Mattapan, structural violence exposes Black women to vulnerabilities that manifest and 
present themselves as a multitude  of barriers. These barriers then lead to morbidity in the 
form of chronic diseases.  
As a compilation of voices from Black women of various ethnicities who call 
Mattapan home, this study is also intended to give them a more public voice. Theirs are 
the voices I want to let shine. They are our storytellers, our activists, and they are 
rewriting their own history.  By shedding light on the injustices that exist in their 
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neighborhood, and speaking out for their community, they inspire others in that 
community to take pride and to get involved. They are not only resisting the injustices of 
structural violence; they are showing others that they can do so as well, by giving the 
community tools with which to resist and get involved. More than that, they are giving 
the community hope.  
In this study, I will examine how structural violence, and the related presence of 
structural barriers, affect the ability of Mattapan’s Black women to access, cook, and eat 
healthy foods. Under these conditions, even the preparation of nutritious foods becomes a 
luxury that many of these women cannot afford. The lack of healthy and affordable 
options makes the risk of developing a chronic disease disproportionately high—indeed, 
almost unavoidable. Yet through organizations like the Mattapan Food and Fitness 
Coalition, and its Farmer’s Market, women are able to resist these structures and become 
excited about food again.   
  In Chapter Two, I will review the history of Mattapan as a community, and some 
of the ways in which structural violence has imprinted lasting disparities within the 
community. In Chapter Three, I will discuss my research design, and the methods I used 
to conduct this study. In the fourth chapter, I will examine a history of food and caring in 
the Black community, and identify the ways in which good food is fundamentally 
understood among Black women in Mattapan. Chapter Five will take a closer look into 
how the structural barriers present in Mattapan make it increasingly difficult for anyone 
living there to engage in activities that women consider healthy. How, in other words, 
does the presence of unhealthy foods become a part of one’s habitus—the social, 
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economic, and political environment that formulates our actions, beliefs and behaviors. 
Chapter Six examines how Black women in Mattapan resist structural violence through 
the Mattapan Square Farmer’s Market and other community efforts—how they have 
taken on the task of providing healthy, culturally relevant foods within their 
neighborhood.  In the final chapter, I will formulate suggestions for moving forward in 
Mattapan, to reduce the presence of structural barriers, and for the larger city of Boston to 
get involved to produce equitable opportunities for the community to grow.   
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CHAPTER TWO:  
Background 
Mattapan, a neighborhood located on the southeast edge of Boston, has had a 
long-standing history of racism and discrimination. Originally, Mattapan was a territory 
of the Neponset tribe of the Massachusetts Confederation of Native Americans. In the 
seventeenth century, Mattapan was an ideal residential neighborhood, due to its 
proximity to the Neponset River and the natural resources it provided to the community. 
In fact, the word “Mattapan” (from the Neponset language) translates as a “good place to 
be” or a “good place to sit.” Mattapan has a unique and powerful history and is so much 
more than the negative labels that define it. Through my research, I hope to display the 
uniqueness, vibrant culture and beauty of the community at the forefront of my research.   
For most of the 20th century, Mattapan was inhabited by white ethnic 
communities, primarily Jewish and Irish.  It is important to note that when the Jewish and 
Irish immigrants first settled in Boston, in the 19th century, neither community were 
considered “white.” Instead, they were routinely viewed as threats to the dominant 
understanding of European whiteness. The Mattapan and Dorchester area were 
considered the center of Jewish life in Boston until the late 1960s and early 1970s, when 
Mattapan underwent a dramatic demographic shift. The neighborhoods of Roxbury, 
Dorchester, and Mattapan were home to about 90,000 Jews in 1950 and, by the early 
70’s, only 2,500 in the area (Levine & Harmon, 1992). Mattapan in particular was 
systematically damaged by this abrupt demographic shift.  
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The White Flight: The Destruction and Aftermath 
Following World War II, the White communities that had long inhabited 
Mattapan began moving out of their neighborhoods and into Boston’s suburbs. At the 
same time, significant numbers of African-Americans began moving into the 
neighborhood. This relocation of White residents to the suburbs, resulting from 
minorities moving in, has traditionally been described as “white flight”. Many factors 
prompted such behavior, including racism, fear of minorities, misinformation, and the 
notion that neighborhood property values would decrease.  
Much of the false information related to African-Americans moving into 
Mattapan was generated by real-estate agents, who used “blockbusting” techniques to 
generate and then capitalize off the fear of African-Americans moving into “white” 
neighborhoods. Many historians who have studied this phenomenon of white flight in 
Mattapan believe that this shift was inevitable, because some older Jews had already 
started slowly moving into the neighboring suburbs of Milton, Randolph and Canton. In a 
detailed examination, Levine Hillel and Lawrence Harmon uncover the real reason for 
this deliberate manipulation and destruction of both Black and Jewish communities.  
Large, lucrative government agencies preyed on both groups in order to gain large profits 
and introduce “enlightened” public policy (Levine & Harmon, 1992).  
 
The Tipping Point 
In Boston, several events sparked this mass exodus to the suburbs. From 1954 to 1968, 
the Civil Rights Movements was making waves across the nation. African-Americans 
were fighting for equal rights in the United States, and Boston was not exempt from this 
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challenge. During this period, as racial turmoil in Boston brewed, and tensions resulting 
from unfair treatment finally erupted on June 2, 1967. Thirty demonstrators from Mothers 
for Adequate Welfare (MAW), along with several supporters, staged an overnight sit-in 
at the Welfare offices in the Grove Hall area on Blue Hill Avenue.  
This was not the first protest by MAW, but it was by far the most brutal.  The 
group had originally assembled in 1965, as a collective of women of color dedicated to 
pursuing and receiving “respect and better treatment from the welfare department” (Silva 
& Butman, 2015). In  1967, these women chained the doors of the Welfare office, 
refusing to let staff in or out. Their action—intended to be peaceful—led to a three-day 
riot. The riot was the outcome of community support, that was triggered by a violent 
police response that used excessive force.   
Their protest was simply intended to demand respect and dignity for women of 
color who receiving welfare which, at that time, was largely controlled by the city. For 
example, many of the women reported their social workers “popping up” unannounced in 
women’s homes to “check-in” with them—in the middle of the night. The actual 
objective was to ensure that there were no men in the house which, at that time was not 
allowed, and would result in the immediate termination of assistance (Johnson,2017). The 
women were fed up, and determined not to leave the Blue Hill Avenue office until their 
ten demands were met. These demands included, among other, the removal of police 
officers from welfare offices, the appointment of welfare mother to all policy-making 
welfare boards, and the requirement that welfare workers respect clients and treat them as 
equal human beings (Silva & Butman,2015).  
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Instead, of being met with by city negotiators, police officers began to violently 
retake the building. The women, along with bystanders, reported officers breaking 
windows to gain entry, and then beating, kicking, and dragging the women and other 
protesters outside over the broken glass. Observers were outraged. Bystanders began 
throwing rocks and other objects from the street at the police. Many of the protesters 
were handcuffed and arrested. Black Bostonians were in an uproar, not only because of 
the unfair treatment of the Mothers for Adequate Welfare, but also due to other inequities 
affecting the Black communities as a whole, including limited and segregated housing, 
schools, and jobs. As anger and frustration arose, riots and chaos ensued. Several blocks 
of Blue Hill Ave were completely shut down; rioters began throwing bricks at stores, 
police care, and fire engines; officers fired warning shots, and the city fell into complete 
and disarray. Racial unrest was at its most pivotal point in Boston’s history.  
 
A Calculated Change 
 Boston’s Black community had tripled since 1940, when it had been just three 
percent of the city’s total population. Many Blacks were limited to opportunities that kept 
them confined to the ghettos of Roxbury, in unsanitary and dangerous conditions.  On the 
national level, the 1968 Fair Housing Act prohibited discrimination in the sale, rental, and 
financing of housing based on race, religion, national origin, sex, handicap and family 
status ("HUD.gov / U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD)", 
2019).  
To curtail the unrest and anger resulting from unfair treatment of Blacks, Boston 
banks began a program with City Hall, called the Boston Banks Urban Renewal Group 
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(B-BURG). Its objective was to increase African American home ownership. In 
accordance with FHA guidelines, the banks would only lend money within restricted 
zones, in order to keep new Black home owners within one confined area.  The program 
sought out particular areas of Dorchester and large portions of Mattapan, both deemed to 
be lower-income Jewish neighborhoods. (Levine and Hermon believe that these 
neighborhoods were specifically targeted as less likely to fight back [1993].) Along with 
the banks, government leaders redlined these specific areas as ones where Blacks could 
receive B-BURG loans: “By lending to African-Americans, the banks would open a 
region of their own profits and the Federal Housing Administration (FHA) guaranteed 
that the banks should be paid off should the borrowers default” (Toll & Stevenson 1993, 
p.194).  
Realtors tasked themselves with getting current Jewish residents out of their 
homes by any means necessary. From 1968 to 1970, real estate offices bombarded the 
area, scaring homeowners by saying that their property values would decrease, or 
insinuating that their daughters were at risk of being raped by Black boys whose families 
were moving in. Realtors offered cash on the spot to Jewish residents, and then sold the 
houses at inflated rates to African- Americans. The FHA insured the mortgages, and 
required little or no down payment. Once a house sold, realtors would immediately put a 
‘Sold’ sign in the yard, to further paint the picture  that people were rapidly leaving the 
area, in a phenomenon that would come to be known as “white flight”.  
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Vacant Buildings and Foreclosure 
With this rapid turnover, the FHA was not inspecting houses before selling them 
to Black families, who often then received homes with major structural issues. The cost 
of repairs—together with discriminatory laws stating that if homeowners fell even one 
month behind, the bank could foreclose on them—resulted in many owners falling into 
foreclosure, the community having been set up for failure. After the house went into 
foreclosure, the bank would transfer it over to the federal government in order to recoup 
on the mortgage. The federal government then “mismanaged” the properties by requiring 
the remaining tenants in two- and three family homes to move out, leaving empty 
buildings foreclosed, and the neighborhood in general disarray (Finfer, 2019).  
As more African-Americans moved into Mattapan, the shift in available resources 
became apparent, as many historically Jewish landmarks and businesses began to 
disappear. The abrupt departure of these resources resulted in a lack of grocery stores, 
restaurants and clothing stores. The devastation of white flight also had severe financial 
implications for the Mattapan community. The stigma that followed the migration of 
white ethnic groups was almost as detrimental as the economic depression, determining 
the types of businesses willing to serve Mattapan residents to this day.  
Ironically, B-BURG did great damage to the Black residents who moved to 
Mattapan. This negative representation has persisted for over fifty years, and continues to 
plague the community. Since the 1970’s, the neighborhood has been seen as a dangerous, 
crime-ridden place, with abandoned and vacant buildings. Few if any services remain, 
and many establishments have came and gone.  
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Bussing Crisis 
During the time of the B-BURG debacle racial tensions continued to brew 
regarding the desegregation of Boston schools. Women like Ruth Batson, and activist and 
lawyer, became leaders in the movement to desegregate Boston schools. In 1963. Batson 
led over than 6000 Black and White protestors through the streets of Roxbury to protest 
segregation. More and more members of the African-American community were getting 
involved in this movement to afford their children a better education. The difference 
between White and Black school was abundantly apparent. In white schools’ children had 
access to better resources, better student to teacher ratios, and better and newer buildings. 
Additionally, The Atlantic reported that in 1950: “per-pupil spending averaged $340 for 
white students compared with only $240 for Blacks students” (Delmont 2019). It was not 
until the summer of 1974 that a federal judge ruled Boston schools “intentionally bought 
about and maintained racial segregation in Boston schools” (Garrity,1975). 
The mandate to desegregate schools was a violent and arduous process for 
parents, students and the city of Boston. In order to combat segregation nearly 18,000 
Black and White children were ordered to take busses outside their districts.  Hundreds of 
White demonstrators pelted school busses carrying Black into South Boston schools 
pelted students with bricks, spit and a mouthful of colorful insults. Many white students 
did not show up for school, refusing to sit in a class with Black students. Police escorts 
were needed to product Black children as the entered into school.   
Boston busing desegregation effort lasted from 1974-1988. In 1966, Boston 
started a voluntary school integration program, Metropolitan Council for Education 
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Opportunity program (METCO).  The point of this program was to give Black students 
attending underfunded inner-city schools’ better educational opportunities. This program 
gives students from under-preforming schools the opportunity to attend high preforming 
schools in an effort to increase diversity in suburban schools. This METCO is still a 
program that is implemented today in Boston and has bussed over 3000 students since its 
inception (Semuels, 2019). Programs like these still reieve mixed reviews as more and 
white students have transitioned out of the public school system all together. Today there 
are 54,000 students enrolled in public school and only 14 percent of those students are 
white (Gellerman, 2014). METCO was not intended to be a long-term program, but due 
to Boston public school’s failure to successful integrate their school the program has 
persisted. In many ways the aftermath has had adverse effects on schools located in 
communities of color. These schools are underfunded which often leads to the schools 
being shutdown.  For neighborhoods like Mattapan, high school students are forced to 
bus to other high school outside of their communities because there is no High school in 
their neighborhood.        
 
A Growing Population 
The transition of resources economically deprived the Mattapan community in 
many ways, but it also provided an unexpected sense of opportunity for many 
immigrants, particularly those of Haitian and Jamaican ethnicities. During the 1970s an 
increasing number of Haitians moved into Mattapan from New York and Miami arguably 
to seek better educational opportunities that many felt that Boston presented.  
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The B-BURG debacle also presented an opportunity for immigrants to become 
homeowners in a new country and explore opportunities that were not readily available to 
immigrants.  Mattapan appealed to this population, not only because of the possibility for 
many to start their own businesses, but also because the cost of living and the opportunity 
that vacant buildings presented. Today, 90% of Mattapan’s residents are of African 
descent, and the neighborhood constitutes the highest concentration of Haitians and 
Jamaicans in the state of Massachusetts, and the third largest Haitian population in the 
United States.  
Mattapan has proved to be a prime destination for many Haitian individuals 
seeking a home and a place to start a new life.  Once a Yiddishe medinah, Mattapan has 
now become a cultural center for Haitian life, with several churches, health and social 
organizations, making this area one of the most important centers of cultural, social, and 
political life. These organizations serve as an anchor for the community and is a large 
factor for why so many Haitian immigrants have stayed in the community for so long.  
 
Conflicting Perceptions 
The community of Mattapan has been plagued with various negative labels and is  
often defined by statistic that are not definitive of the community at large. Like any 
neighborhood, there are areas within the neighborhood where crime and illegal activities 
are more prevalent. Yet, there are far more areas where crime is not as prevalent. The 
majority of Mattapan is comprised of hardworking individuals who enjoy their 
neighborhood and want to see it to flourish like other neighborhoods in Mattapan. The 
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negative way Mattapan is portrayed, although inaccurate, tends to dictate and define the 
types of businesses that are willing to provide their services to the community. 
External Perceptions 
The history of segregation has contributed to communities of color being under-
recognized, misrecognized and misrepresented through  by negative stories and incidents. 
They have often been reduced to their high levels of crime, gang activity, and poverty 
(King 2016), with little to no contextualization. For example, in 2018, one blog on Road 
Snacks “that provides information about where you live that no one else has the guts to 
say” ranked the five worst neighborhoods in Boston.  The “professional” rankings for 
each neighborhood were determined by using data from the U.S. Census, the FBI, 
OpenStreetMap, and dozens of other sources. To rank the best and worst neighborhoods, 
analysis software scored a set of criteria that included high unemployment rates, low 
median income, low population density, low home values, and an (estimated) high crime 
rate. The neighborhoods with the lowest scores were ranked as the “worst” 
neighborhoods in Boston; subsequently, those with the highest scores were ranked as the 
“best” (White, 2018). At the top of the list for the “worst” of Boston’s neighborhoods 
was none other than Mattapan.  
Unfortunately, the Road Snacks blog simply reiterated longstanding negative 
rhetoric surrounding the neighborhood. This kind of external perception has been 
predetermined by a generic set of criteria, that fails to account for the many years of 
economic deprivation suffered by the neighborhoods, due to the abandonment of 
resources and an overall lack of investment by federal and state agencies. Unfortunately, 
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these negative statistics become definitive of the community at large, ultimately affecting 
the amount resources that the community has access to.  
 
Internal Perceptions 
 “Mattapan is special on many different levels, for me especially the diversity 
of people of color in the community. Mattapan is 94% people of color, within that 
94% there are people of African-American ancestry, Afro-Caribbean ancestry, 
within the Caribbean there are people from many different countries, people from 
Latino backgrounds as well. Within that then you have ways to better understand 
the world… 
  Mattapan being viewed as community color probably began in the mid-
1960s, again a lot of institution from that time forward churches and health centers 
and other things in many ways helped hold the community together and care deeply 
about the community and are anxious to work collaboratively with the 
neighborhood including with  groups like the Mattapan Food and Fitness  
Coalition.  
 So those are some of the reasons. Again, because I raised my children here so 
for us this is home and the many connections I have because I’ve lived here a long 
time and my children have grown up here.” – Alice 
 
These outsider narratives are not representative of how community members see 
their neighborhood. When asked to describe what makes Mattapan a special place to live, 
many participants described their community as “vibrant” or a “cultural mecca.” Above 
all, participants noted that the neighborhood is special, simply because this is the place 
they call home. It is where they have raised their families, or have grown up themselves. 
One woman described Mattapan as a “lovely community, a part of Boston overflowing 
with cultural diversity. Mattapan is a community with lovely green spaces and rich 
resources. This neighborhood butts up [against] the Neponset River, and serves as a 
source of activities and calmness for the community.”  
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Mattapan, Food, and Black Women 
Diet is directly related to a plethora of chronic diseases including: obesity, type diabetes 
and arthritis just to name a few. It is important not only to consider environmental factors 
that contribute to one’s ability to access food. It is equally important to understand and 
examine the cultural influences that are apart of ones dietary patterns as well.  In this 
section we will discuss the presence of disease in Mattapan and the barriers to accessing 
healthy foods. We will also address the history and perception of soul food and its 
perceived impact on the diet of African Americans.   
Obesity in the City 
Obesity has become a rising global concern, with over 30% of the population—or 
nearly two billion people worldwide—obese or overweight. Even more shocking is that 
the United States continues to top the chart among countries with the highest rates of 
obesity.  The United States is actually the most obese country in North America, with 
over 36% of the population affected—nearly 78 million adults and 13 million children.   
Among these numbers, when compared with other racial and ethnic groups, Black 
women disproportionately suffer at epidemic proportions. It is estimated that nearly two-
thirds of American Black women are obese; by 2020, 70% are projected to be overweight 
and/or obese. The health implications are severe. Obesity is associated cardiovascular 
disease, hypertension, and Type 2 diabetes, all which are each associated with contribute 
to a sorter life span. Why Black women are more likely to be obese has been a point of 
contention for several years now, although no one answer emerges. It is apparent that 
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where social and economic inequalities exist, health disparities are more apparent and 
severe.   
The obesity rates in Massachusetts rank eighth lowest in the country, comprising 
just over a quarter of the population. Black individuals made up the highest percentage of 
obesity diagnoses with 35.1%, followed by Latinx with 31%, and Whites with 24%. And 
among Boston neighborhoods (and in Massachusetts as a whole), Mattapan adults have 
the highest rates of obesity. Dr. Barbara Ferrer, the Executive Director of the Boston 
Public Health Commission, pointed to differences in access to care: “Today there are 
groups of residents in Boston that have not benefited equally from our progress and who 
bear a severe and disproportionate burden of diseases" (Dooley et al., 2012) The Boston 
Public Health Commission reported that over 70% of the individuals in Mattapan were 
overweight or obese. In a community where 90% of the population identifies as non-
white, this is strong evidence that a local environment and resources plays a pivotal role 
in health (www.bphc.org).  
A Brief History of Cooking and Caring in African American History 
Black women have had a complicated and complex history with food and cooking 
that challenges social class, economic status and gender roles. Although food is 
quintessential to life, food in America for Black communities has meant quite a lot. The 
purpose of this thesis, or more specifically this chapter is not to give a long and detailed 
history about food in Black communities across the country but its important to 
acknowledge this history for several reasons. For one, and perhaps most importantly 
Black women’s history, if it was even written about, has been documented by others 
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especially when focusing on their role in food preparations and “domestic duties.” 
Secondly, in order to understand this relationship between Black women and food, we 
must first understand the history to comprehend and gravel with the relationship that has 
possessed in today’s society. 
 In understanding the history, I am reminded of anthropologist and physician Paul 
Farmer and this concept of creating deserts and erasing histories. This concept is 
profound in many ways because by controlling what people believe their history to be, it 
allows the majority to continually oppress the oppressed. “Erasing history is perhaps the 
most common explanatory sleight-of-hand relied upon by the architects of structural 
violence. Erasures or distortion of history is part of the process of desocialization 
necessary for the emergence of hegemonic accounts of what happened and why”(Farmer 
2004, p. 308).  Farmer goes on to say that we cannot study structural violence without 
understanding history (2004). Black women’s history has been reduced to this imagery of 
Black mammies in the chicken frying up chicken legs in the kitchen with a side of collard 
greens and corn muffins running after the children with a big ole smile. Not only is the 
story reduced to these Aunt Jemima figures, but that history has turned the blame to 
Black women who have played the gendered role of cook and caregiver of children 
historically. Black women are solely blamed and criticized for feeding their family 
unhealthy meals that lead to chronic food related diseases.  
Farmer goes on to say that the “history and erasure of are often embodied as bad 
health outcomes…which especially true among vulnerable populations” (Farmer 2004, 
p.315). The rewriting of Black women’s history by White women and caricatures that are 
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supposed to be definitive of the Black women’s experience in the kitchen has erased the 
actual history in many ways. Creating a desert where real knowledge of Black women’s 
history has  left a history book constructed on false narratives. These erasures of history 
are a form of structural violence that cannot be imparted on to vulnerable communities 
without an imbalance of power and distortion of history.  
 Soul food is considered a pivotal component to Southern cuisine and has 
transcended from the days of share cropping and slavery to the modern day lives of many 
people. It is most specifically associated with the Deep South. Soul food is often prepared 
as a meal to remember “better times” or childhood memories it is also a connection to 
southern roots. But soul food is originated during American slavery and was a style of 
cooking that was created in order to make do with what was available in the fields of the 
plantation. This was a combination of preserving culture as well as sharing of ways of 
preparing food that were exchanged between Indigenous people. For this reason, Robert 
Gilmer, says that African American cuisine is distinctive because of the “blending of 
techniques, ingredients and consumption patterns that developed through the Columbian 
exchange and the intertwined process of colonization and slavery: specifically the 
combination of African, European and Native American foodways— exchanges that 
occurred not only within the southern United States, but also in Africa and the 
Caribbean” (Gilmer 2015, p.16-17). 
 Corn is the foundation of many dishes prepared during those time and 
“profoundly shaped African American and southern cuisine than maize or corn” (Gilmer 
2015, p.19). The Indigenous cooks passed their techniques of using corn onto Africans 
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who used it to make dishes like sofke (a corn based soup), grits and flour which was then 
used to bread meats, vegetable and prepare other stables like cornbread and corn muffins. 
Tamales were also introduced to and cooked by African Americans in the Mississippi 
Delta and sold in northern cities during the Great Migration (Gilmer 2015, p. 19). These 
foods further show the complexity and deep-rooted history of African American cuisine. 
African- Americans adopted many different ways of preparing food like the act of 
smoking meat or barbequing was is believed to be transferred to African slaves from 
Indigenous peoples. Foods like rice, black-eyed peas and yams were actually an African 
crops brought over during the Transatlantic trade. These crops were eventually planted by 
slaves in North America. Rice, was a very popular because they were high yield crops 
that often had a surplus and therefore were rationed to slaves. Rice soon became the base 
of several dishes, like jambalaya. Other vegetables like okra, and collard greens were 
foods that many slaves ate. Greens would be seasoned with the fat from pork and any 
other vegetables that were given by slaveowners. Additionally, African slaves were given 
undesirable cuts of meat mainly pork, that were typically discarded were given to slaves. 
Slaves would take these cuts of meat like hog intestines and clean then and cook them, 
which today are called chitterlings or chitins. Seasoning foods with fat from various 
meats was done out of necessity to try to make what they had taste good. These ways of 
seasoning and cooking were passed down and incorporated into African American 
cuisine and became known as Soul food today.  
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Southern Food is Killing Black Women? 
In 2018, the Journal of American Medical Association published a study that 
“evaluated the potential factors associated with higher risk of incident  hypertension 
among Black adults” (Howard et al., 2018). This was a mediation analysis conducted 
over a period of 9.4 years, with nearly 7,000 participants. Twenty-six percent were Black, 
and 55 percent were White. During the course of the study 46 % of the Black participants 
developed hypertension, as compared with 33% of White participants. Twelve clinical 
and social factors were scored and calculated, to determine which ones most significantly 
impact disparities in life expectancy between Black and White populations .   
Howard et. al found that the largest statistical mediator of the difference in 
hypertension incidents between White and Black individuals was a Southern dietary 
pattern (Howard et al., 2018). It accounted for 51.6% of the excess risk among Black 
men, and 29.2% among Black women. The study also concluded that Black women had 
higher BMI and larger waist circumferences than white women. This was significant, 
because both waist circumference and BMI had a significant association with incidents of 
hypertension. Additional mediating factors deemed significant for excess risk included 
adherence to a DASH diet1, income, a higher dietary ratio of sodium to potassium, and 
the individual’s education level. As a result of this study, a slew of news articles were 
published, with headlines like “Southern food may be killing black Americans, study 
finds” (Bowen, 2018), and opening lines like “Fried food and sweet tea may be delicious, 
 
1 DASH diet is an acronym which stands Dietary Approaches to Stop Hypertension. “It is designed to help 
treat or prevent high blood pressure, it was designed to lower blood pressure without medication” (Mayo 
Clinic,2019). 
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but the “Southern Diet” could be killing black Americans” (Bowen, 2018). Similar 
headlines filled my search page.  
Nor was this the first article to publish a correlation between a higher incidence of 
hypertension in Black individuals and their problematic relationship to what is considered 
a Southern diet—typically consisting of fried, and smothered foods, along with, high 
levels of sodium, and a lot of sugary beverages. Often, when discussing the reasons for 
Black women’s having higher rates of diet-related, chronic diseases, the narrative of an 
unhealthy Southern or soul-food diet, or a lack of knowledge of what constitutes a 
healthy diet, often surfaces. Such articles portray these foods as ones that are consumed 
daily or on a regular basis, and Black women as not having a solid foundation as to what 
actually constitutes healthy and unhealthy dietary patterns.  
The pitting of soul food against healthy food becomes especially problematic 
when experts in the field paint a single narrative, according to which all Black people eat 
one way all the time. For example, the response to this study caused many experts in the 
field—particularly nutritionist, dietitians, and those involved in public health—to shift 
their focus to “correcting” bad or unhealthy eating habits.  Many dietitians interviewed in 
various articles observed that because this was an issue involving diet, it could easily be 
modified, without taking into account environmental factors that might contribute to 
one’s eating a certain way.  
During countless hours of replaying, transcribing, and reading and rereading my 
interviews with my study participants, I discovered that neither Southern nor soul food 
was thrown together everyday and handed it out to family members. Instead, it was a 
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special meal that took time, and was prepared with love on special occasions.  Cordialis 
Msora-Kasago, a registered dietitian, and spokesperson for the Academy of Nutrition and 
Dietetics, stated: "The Southern diet isn't just an eating pattern. It's called 'soul food,' because 
it's part of a culture and tradition" (Norton, 2018). It brings back memories that makes people 
feel at home and remember a better time. Moreover, the Southern diet has far outgrown its 
humble beginnings, and has taken various forms in the kitchens of Blacks all over the 
country. There is, in other words, no generic “Southern diet.” 
 
America’s Food Basket 
Although Mattapan residents make up an ethnically diverse population who take 
pride in their community, the resources invested in the community remain minimal at 
best. In addition to limited access to walkable spaces and bike routes. The neighborhood 
has only one grocery store. Severely under-resourced, it lacks what many would consider 
essential components—fresh produce, properly ventilated freezer systems, and clean and 
well-organized aisles.  
 America’s Food Basket (AFB) is a moderately sized co-operative (or a co-op) 
supermarket, which started in Whitestone, New York. A co-op business model is: 
“democratically governed by its members, the people who use its products or services or 
are employed by the business.  The purpose of the enterprise is not to accumulate profit 
for investors, but to meet the goals and aspirations of its members” (Martucci 2018,). 
Started over 150 years ago, co-ops regained popularity around 2012, on the heels of the 
2008 global recession. As a way to combat the growing disparities, they provided a way 
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for members to invest and own a piece of their community, in order to create a 
sustainable local economy. As of 2017, America’s Food Basket had a total of forty-six 
locations in the Northeastern region of the United States, with “growth on the horizon” 
(idealfoodbaskets.com, 2019).  
Most cooperatives adopt seven core principles, which include: (1) Voluntary and 
open membership, (2) democratic member control, (3) member’s economic participation, 
(4) autonomy and independence, (5) education, training and information, (6) cooperation 
among cooperatives and (7) concern for community (Strongertogether.coop). When these 
principles are adopted, they often set the standard for surrounding business and 
operations, and for what community members expect from companies that serve their 
community. Unfortunately, America’s Food Basket does not incorporate any of these 
core values. Their mission and vision claim that “[we] strive to be your neighborhood 
supermarket, providing our customers and partners with a central point of support, value 
and a rewarding experience” (Martucci, 2018). Indeed, the vast majority of community 
members had no idea that AFB was a co-op—startling, considering that the whole 
mission of co-ops is to make individuals stakeholders in their own community. So, who 
makes the decisions related to the produce sold at AFB? How are the companies that 
supply it chosen? In a community with the highest Haitian population in Boston, why 
does AFB not stock culturally relevant produce?  Calling AFB a co-operative is an 
egregiously inaccurate representation of a business that does anything but work with the 
community that it serves.  
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AFB is located in the center of Mattapan Square, which serves as the primary 
gathering place for many residents, as well as a space for essential resources like a 
healthcare center, shops, and convenience stores. In front of AFB is a cluster of stores, 
ranging from check-cashing businesses to clothing stores. Painted on the opposite side of 
the building is a colorful mural, with bright orange, vibrant pink, and deep blue and 
yellow umbrellas held by men, women, and children. The people depicted in the mural 
have a wide array of beautifully rich and deep brown skin tones—an accurate 
representation of the community. Residents barter and trade vegetables and fruits like 
corn, bananas, cucumbers, apples, and watermelon.  
The mural is ironic. It depicts a space with fresh, ripe, and edible foods. Yet, the 
store (whose physical structure is decrepit) contains nothing of the sort. When asked 
about their feelings regarding AFB, most residents said they were “disgusted” with the 
selection of produce, which is often expired, bruised, wilted, or rotten. Many spoke of the 
repulsive odors that envelop the entire store—foul smells that greet customers at the front 
door, which may be caused by malfunctioning machines ranging from broken freezers to 
inefficient cooling systems and appliances. These issues have become so common that 
some residents have become inured to the inequities, which they have come to assume 
are unavoidable, specifically for the community of Mattapan. Many participants did not 
consider AFB to be an “actual” grocery store, because did not have the foods that a vast 
majority of community members enjoyed eating. For that matter, by federal standards, 
AFB is also not a grocery store: to be considered one, an establishment must have a deli, 
which AFB does not.  
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Community Agency 
In 2008, in response to this lack of access to healthy and affordable foods, and to 
easily accessible walking and biking paths, a group of community members formed the 
Mattapan Food and Fitness Coalition. Its goal was quite simply to create a community 
effort to improve access to healthy and affordable food, and to opportunities for active 
living. The Coalition wanted to incorporate events and activities that helped educate the 
community on healthy eating and habits, and that assisted residents in becoming active 
agents in changing their physical environment to make being healthy accessible to all.  
The Coalition’s vision was to make Mattapan known as one of the healthiest 
communities in Boston, with easy access to affordable and healthy food. They envisioned 
streets that would be clean, safe, walkable, and bike-able. Residents of all ages and 
abilities would be able to take regular advantage of abundant and inviting play spaces and 
recreational opportunities. The organization thereby hoped to address the issues of 
obesity, cardiac disease, diabetes and other chronic health conditions that were impacting 
the community.  
One of the Coalition’s first initiatives was to start a Farmers’ Market. Local 
farmers were invited to sell their produce, and local health-promoting organizations (like 
Mattapan Community Health Center, the local WIC program, Mattapan Family Service 
Center, and many others) to utilize the market space for community health education. 
Farmers who took part also accepted EBT and WIC, a policy that was especially 
important, because eighty percent of the sales come from EBT and WIC dollars. As the 
market’s reputation grew, many residents came to enjoy shopping there, because it 
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provided culturally relevant foods that they otherwise often had to travel outside of 
Mattapan to find.  
After several years of success with the Farmers’ Market, the Coalition decided to 
incorporate physical activities like Zumba, as well as cultural music like African 
drumming circles and live jazz bands. The addition not only of culturally relevant foods, 
but also of related music and activities, has made the Mattapan Farmers’ Market a highly 
anticipated event for residents. It serves as welcoming space for neighbors to gather, 
enjoy the community, learn about healthy lifestyles, and access nourishing foods. The 
Coalition works from an understanding that it is not enough to have healthy food; the 
market also has to be both culturally relevant and affordable.  
Additionally, the Coalition focuses on promoting parks and green spaces, working 
to build local community gardens and revitalize parks, and advocating for the completion 
of the Mattapan section of the Neponset River Greenway, which is currently under 
renovation. The working consensus is that its work is not simply about food or promoting 
physical activity; instead, the central focus is on building community and establishing 
pride in Mattapan as a community.  
When the Mattapan Food and Fitness Coalition decided to make the Farmers’ 
Market their first initiative they imagined a space for people of color in the community to 
buy fresh, affordable, and locally grown foods. A place for farmers from the community 
to sell produce in their own community, and to teach a younger generation not only how 
to grow their own foods, but also the importance of knowing how to produce their own 
food. In many ways, the Mattapan Farmers’ Market has accomplished and exceeded in 
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becoming a space for affordable, culturally relevant foods to be sold by local farmers and 
Mattapan residents to buy from their own communities. It also is a meeting place where 
members look forward to coming together each Saturday to catch up with friends, a space 
for children to learn about healthy eating and, most importantly, a place to exchange 
knowledge between and amongst all community members of all ages.  
Putting it all Together 
Mattapan has had a long and difficult history battling for equitable resources 
within their community. With little help from the city Mattapan has still make strides to 
improve the state of their community. From white flight to decrepit grocery stores 
Mattapan has historically suffered as a result of structural violence. It is unimaginable to 
know that we still have communities in the U.S. that do not basic access to walkable 
streets, grocery stores, and neighborhood schools. In order to be healthy one must be able 
to purchase and have easy access to healthy, affordable and nutritious foods. They have 
to have access to greenspaces and paved sidewalks in their neighborhood. All of which 
Mattapan has been excluded from.  Mattapan is a city that has been defined by the 
negative attributes and because of those attributes they have been excluded from 
receiving the basic resources they desperately need.  
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CHAPTER THREE: 
Methods 
 
 
First Encounters 
In late September, I attended my first event hosted by the Mattapan Food And 
Fitness Coalition (MFFC). I had no idea what to expect. As I Ubered to the Mattapan 
Nature Center where the event was held an abundance of thoughts circled through my 
mind. Will they like me? Is anyone going to speak to me? How am I supposed to be a 
researcher? An anthropologist and I didn’t even have a research question! I had 
completely overwhelmed myself. When I arrived at the event, several minutes late, I 
nervously asked the receptionist where the Mattapan Annual Tea Party was being held. 
The receptionist told me they were in the backroom to the right. I went to the backroom 
and turned right but the room was empty. I looked to the left and saw a group of people 
that I assumed were attending the annual tea party. Thirty minutes into discovering the 
many uses of herbal medicines, I began to question why we were having such an in-depth 
presentation on herbal medicine at a Tea Party. I finally asked the women sitting to my 
left, “Is this the Mattapan Food and Fitness Annual Tea Party?” She matter-of-factly 
responded, “I’m not sure what that is, but this is the Herbal Medicine Making series.” 
Embarrassed, I walked across the hall and peeked into another room where I saw a scene 
that was much more reminiscent of a tea party.  
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 There were several tables arranged in a U shape, each draped with a white plastic 
tablecloth. At the center of each table was an arrangement of fresh flowers, with about 
15-20 people sitting around. I took a seat and listened to Alice, the co-founder of the 
Mattapan Food and Fitness Coalition, describe the various herbs that had been collected 
earlier during their nature walk, which explained why they were not in the room to the 
right when I first arrived. The herbs collected were then used to brew two different tea’s, 
one with chocolate mint and the other with various spices. After the tea had finished 
brewing, Alice invited everyone to indulge in tea and dessert. The array of desserts 
included a delectable sweet potato pie made from one of the Mattapan Farmers, chocolate 
cake, raspberry-lemon tarts, pound cake and several other desserts that I can attest to their 
deliciousness. Each dessert was prepared locally.  
 During the event, I spoke to several people that were sitting near me. I told them 
about the program and my particular research interest, they told me about themselves and 
introduced me to their children. They expressed how much they enjoyed the event and we 
bonded over the deliciousness of the desserts. By the end of the event, I mustered up the 
courage to speak with Alice. We had been emailing one another before the event and she 
invited me to come out. The moment I walked up to Alice and introduced myself I felt a 
sense of peace and my nervousness diminished. Her demeanor was so warm and I felt so 
welcomed, I knew it was meant for me to come to this event and work with the Mattapan 
community. I did not know why, but I felt like I was in the right place. Throughout my 
time working with the Mattapan Food and Fitness Coalition there were times that I 
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became discouraged and even questioned my research and the impact it would make. I 
wondered if the work I was doing would help the community.  
Whenever I felt discouraged, Alice motivated me to continue making strides to improve 
the community.  She inspired me to educate those with a certain level of privilege on the 
harsh realities of food insecurities and food injustices that disproportionately affect 
communities of color.  
Why it Matters 
When I began the process of developing a research question I knew I wanted to look at 
chronic disease, especially among African-American women. I was startled with the 
overwhelming statistics regarding the disproportion of African-American women affected by 
disease. Meeting with Alice solidified the need to investigate food insecurities and barriers that 
women in Mattapan experience daily. That combined with my already festering curiosity lead me 
to further investigate a circumstance that occurred in my own life with chronic disease.  
  During senior year of my undergraduate education I discovered a family friend 
was diagnosed with type 2 diabetes at only 19 years old. This news came as quite a 
shocker. I had never associated type 2 diabetes with young adults. The only previous 
knowledge I had pertaining to type 2 diabetes was my grandfather, who was diagnosed at 
the age sixty-seven. His diagnoses of type 2 diabetes was subsequently followed by the 
affiliated condition hypertension. Before my family friend shared her diagnosis, type 2 
diabetes was a disease that I did not think I would have to concern myself with, for 
another thirty to forty years.  As I searched for answers to how a nineteen-year-old young 
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woman could develop type 2 diabetes so early, I found that type 2 diabetes and obesity in 
children and young adults has become more prevalent, especially in the last fifteen to 
twenty years. Many studies have acknowledged the increasing occurrence of type 2 
diabetes present in adolescents, especially those of color. Although the research stated 
that type 2 diabetes is becoming more prominent among young minorities, I began to get 
frustrated on the lack of research that focused on why type 2 diabetes is affecting young 
Black women at dangerous rates. The deficiency within research of young Black and 
Hispanic women with type 2 diabetes inspired me to conduct research that focuses on 
how young Black and Hispanic women view health in relation to food.   
 Traditionally type 2 diabetes was known as the “disease of aging (Kaufman 
2005:8),” a disease of our grandparents. However, in recent years, the number of young 
Black adults, teenagers, and children living with type 2 diabetes has increased 
significantly. In an article for the Diabetes Journal, Dr. Francine Kaufman explained the 
severity of this rising health issue stating, “Type 2 diabetes has been described as a new 
epidemic in the American pediatric population that has been coincident with the overall 
33% increase in diabetes incidence and prevalence seen during the past decade” 
(Kaufman 2002, p.6). Maintaining a healthy weight can significantly lessen the chances 
of developing type 2 diabetes. An article published in Everyday Health, an online health 
journal suggests “losing 5 to 10 percent of your body weight can help lower your blood 
sugar and blood pressure and improve your blood fats (Orenstien 2015).” Which leads to 
another issue in the black community, especially among black women, obesity. There is a 
disparity among black women and children concerning obesity, an article in Wbur’s 
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Common Health: Reform and Reality claims that in the United States “no population has 
a higher obesity rate than African American women” (Zimmerman 2012). Young Black 
women and children are in great danger of falling into the epidemic of type 2 diabetes, if 
obesity continues to engulf the Black community.  
 Boston is an important city to conduct research regarding food injustices from a 
historical context because of the segregation that was responsible in constructing 
neighborhoods within the city. Today segregation of Boston neighborhoods remains 
prevalent. According to an article in the Huff Post, entitled the “9 Most Segregated Cities 
in America,” approximately, 40 percent of the Boston population is living in a segregated 
area (Kent 2015).  The point here is not to simply establish that Boston was and still is in 
many ways a divided city, as far as physical living spaces. Instead, I want readers to 
understand that segregated housing has had a lasting impact on the resources available in 
communities of color. These resources include the number of grocery stores available in 
minority communities, the number of parks and walkways, community spaces, 
transportation systems and so many other resources that are deficient. Socioeconomic 
disparities today are even more apparent with White poverty rates averaging at 6.8 
percent while Black poverty rate is three times that of Whites averaging at 21.5 percent 
(Kent 2015). The aftermath of segregation has led to health disparities and food injustices 
in communities of color. Understanding how to combat food injustices is key to 
understanding and improving the inherently racist structures that prohibit or make it 
incredibly difficult for Black and Hispanic people to be as healthy as possible. In order to 
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reduce the burden of chronic disease within Black and Hispanic communities, we have to 
address these other confounding issues of structural racism and violence as well. 
Creating a Research Question  
Entering my graduate program at Boston University as a budding medical 
anthropologist, I knew that I wanted to create a research project that would be impactful, 
meaningful and most importantly addressed the staggering issues impacting Black and 
Hispanic communities across the nation. I also wanted to specifically look at the 
intersections of chronic health issues and food access in communities of color.  I had 
several substantial ideas that seemed impractical to complete within a year and a half of 
data gathering. My original research question was intended to look at the intersections 
between type 2 diabetes and food insecurity in Black and Hispanic women in various 
neighborhoods in Boston. My preliminary research design was to use snowball sampling 
combined with convenience sampling to recruit participants from the Mattapan 
community. My sample population included African- American and Hispanic women 
ages 18-25 years old. My goal was to use a mixed method approach, using a combination 
of qualitative and quantitative methods to complete a comprehensive research study. I 
planned to have at least thirty participants to participate in several different focus groups. 
I intended to distribute a questionnaire to at least 100 participants from three to four 
different communities that surrounded Mattapan. If that was not enough, I additionally 
wanted to have 10 interviews from women from three to four different communities in 
Boston for a total of 30-40 interviews. Clearly an amateur mistake. Looking back, I 
cannot begin to comprehend how I presumed this project would be feasible to complete 
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by myself in a year. Thankfully, the professor whom I originally proposed my research 
design to kindly advised that I reconsider the number of interviews, questionnaires and 
participants that I wanted to include in my study. After many months of revising and 
bouncing ideas off classmates, professors and my advisor I came up with my final 
research proposal.   
 
The Final Proposal 
The final research question investigated how the past and present experiences of 
women of color in Mattapan, contribute to how these women identify, understand, and 
interpret structural barriers that generate food insecurity, and chronic disease. My final 
research question took the main components that I wanted to investigate, chronic illness 
and food insecurity and added a crucial factor that contributed to the presence of food 
insecurity in communities of color, structural violence. My population included women 
and girls who self-identify as Black or Hispanic, who have lived and experienced the 
neighborhood of Mattapan (e.g., have lived, worked, shopped, etc. in Mattapan). 
Originally, I chose participants between the ages 18-25 years, but was later advised to 
include women18 years or old older, in order to achieve a wide range of perspectives. 
These women included individuals such as: members of the Mattapan Food Fitness 
Coalition steering committee, community activists, community members, and the 
Vigorous Youth (a subsection of the MFFC which focuses on the empowerment of 
youth). Their common factor is that they have lived experiences of Mattapan. The 
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neighborhood of Mattapan, and events organized by The Mattapan Food and Fitness 
Coalition, would serve as the umbrella organization through which to recruit participants. 
I had been doing an internship with MFFC for almost a year at this point. The Mattapan 
Food and Fitness Coalition is a community-based coalition that focuses promoting health 
and healthy behaviors by improving nutritional access. The Mattapan Food and Fitness 
Coalition encourages physical activity through investing in the youth and changing the 
environment to support more desirable opportunities for physical activity. Finally, my 
sample size dwindled from a whopping 40 interviews to 15 ethnographic interviews. My 
recruiting method involved posting flyers throughout Mattapan, this included grocery 
stores, community bulletin boards, and local businesses. I planned to hand out flyers to 
possible participants at events organized by the MFFC and other community events (e.g. 
church events). My recruitment methods included convenience, snowball, and purposive 
sampling.  
 
Revising, Rethinking and Rewriting 
Three weeks into being approved by the Institutional Review Board, I handed out, 
emailed and posted close to 100 flyers and had a total of zero interviews scheduled. In 
order to avoid a mild anxiety attack, I went back to the drawing board and began to think 
of ways to attract community members to participate in my research. The first change 
made was including a $10 gift card into my research protocol. Next, I went to my 
internship supervisor and mentor, who is an active member in Mattapan and asked her to 
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look over my recruitment material and interview question to see if she had any 
suggestions. After taking her suggestions into consideration and working through some 
oversights on my part, which included rephrasing, reordering some questions and making 
some minor changes to my flyers. My supervisor explained that some of the terminology 
that I was using such as "food desert" is somewhat academic and could be felt by some 
community members to be a put down of their neighborhood.  I took time to figure out 
how to use language that clearly and accurately defined the gross inequities present in 
Mattapan, but that did not create a sense of inferiority in the community members who 
love and are proud of their community. Additionally, things which seemed very minute 
like placing pictures that depicted a food desert and contrasting that with pictures of a big 
juicy burger and pictures of vibrant and colorful fruits and vegetables did not depict the 
reality of the foods available in the Mattapan community. Mattapan actually has several 
food options but none of which are necessarily healthy and in fact there is a surplus of 
fast food, high caloric foods and convenience stores. Secondly, the burgers that are sold 
in Mattapan are not these delectable and juicy burgers with 100% angus beef. Instead, the 
burgers sold at the fast food chains are usually low-quality meat placed on low quality 
buns. These are all things that I never considered, even after becoming familiar with the 
community. After making revisions, I asked my supervisor to send out an email to the 
leadership committee asking for their participation. Still, I was having trouble getting 
participants, so I went back to the drawing board yet again. In fact, many of the people 
that I introduced my project to at the Mattapan Farmers Market expressed their interest in 
the research project but they just felt like they did not have enough time to actually 
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participate in an hour-long interview. They had families, responsibilities, careers and 
many of these women were caretakers for parents and other relatives.  With the 
culmination of feedback from potential interview participants I decided to reduce my 
interview time down from an hour to 30 minutes and offer a $20 gift card to participants 
in order to compensate participants for their time. With these final changes and a brief 
presentation at the Mattapan Food and Fitness Coalition monthly community meeting I 
began to receive my first wave of participants. From there the participants that I 
interviewed referred friends and family members that I should contact for a possible 
interview as well. My final recruitment strategy was simple, meet your participants where 
they are, wherever they are. I began to interview some participants at the farmers 
markets, I met participants in their homes and essentially wherever and whenever they 
could meet. Some interviews were informal and some were formal. Expanding my 
interview strategies to adapt to my participants schedule and reducing my twenty 
question to about twelve to fifteen questions that captured the essence of these women’s 
difficulties and agency they exhibit daily to access healthy foods. Ultimately, I was able 
to gain valuable information from these interviews that helped me create a project filled 
with the voices of women from various backgrounds and walks of life all that call 
Mattapan home.  
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CHAPTER  FOUR:  
The Language of Good Food 
 
 
“They created a desert and called it Peace” – Publius Tacitus 
 
  
My story is I’m inspired…I’m inquiring about food and health and better health 
better. I want a better perspective of what’s out there in the neighborhood to help 
me, to just learn and grow as a person and as a woman just being able to know 
and learn about people and their experiences about the sources in neighborhood 
really. Just being able to have a complete feeling of knowing where I can go if I 
need to talk to someone about issues that I’m having and things… and I do face a 
lot of issues…ongoing issues in my day-to-day life just trying to live on my 
journey called life. Learning and growing is very important to me it’s vital to me 
and the people around me…I try to pass it on as well.  
– Karen  
 
Introduction 
  When I was developing my interview guide, I wanted to comprehend how women 
in Mattapan understood and perceived the inequalities surrounding food insecurity and 
chronic disease in their neighborhood. I designed my questions to gauge their awareness, 
knowledge and ideologies of why such disparities exist in their neighborhoods, and in 
what ways they resist related structural barriers. I first needed to understand if these 
women were even aware of the disparities? Did they care?  
It is no surprise that women in Mattapan were keenly area of the inequities that 
exist in their neighborhood. What I did not expect were the stories and memories that I 
elicited when asking women about their earliest memories of food and cooking. I 
 48 
intended this question to be somewhat of an introductory, ice breaker question. Yet, I 
learned how important food was and is to the women in Mattapan.  
For example, it is a way of giving love to the people that are most important in 
these women’s lives. It is how they show their appreciation, teach and pass on tradition, 
enact nurturing and caring. It holds cherished memories among women, and is something 
they want to both create and pass down with their children. What I came to understand is 
not only the importance of food in the lives of the women of Mattapan, but also the 
importance of nutritious and wholesome food they both want to eat and give to their 
children. Black women in the community of Mattapan have an underlying knowledge 
that is both deep and functional of what nutritious and healthy food is and should be. 
They not only want to show their love through food; they also want to pass down what it 
means to eat well and be healthy to their children, and to others in their communities.  
 
Healthy-ish: Growing Up Healthy with a Tablespoon of Soul 
 There is no singular representation of Black food and soul food. My interviews have 
shown that many Black women grew up eating fresh and locally grown foods, and have 
carried those traditions into adulthood. Every one of my participants had a strong foundation 
as to what constitutes healthiness, for which they had varying levels of articulation. For 
example, Alice detailed what she called “key things”—what constituted healthy vs. non-
healthy foods, which preparation methods were better, and which ingredients and contents to 
avoid altogether. 
 “I think non-processed foods are generally healthier. Having a largely plant 
based diet, not exclusively. Three to five servings of fruits and vegetables every day 
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makes for a healthy diet. Having protein rich foods, which can be either plant 
based of animal based, if they’re animal based having them baked or broiled rather 
than fried, staying away from unhealthy saturated fats and limiting sugar in the diet 
and largely drinking water for thirst. I think those are the key things I would say.” 
– Alice 
 
 Others described further differences between healthy and unhealthy foods, and the 
importance of incorporating vitamins and fiber-rich foods. Jillian—a graduate student 
who grew up in Mattapan—was one of the youngest participants I interviewed. She 
articulated a clear category of what constituted unhealthy food: 
“I’ll start with unhealthy, because that’s easier. Like processed foods, fast 
food, like McDonalds, Burger King…anything that comes out of a box, really. 
They talk about like anything you buy out of the middle of the grocery store as 
being unhealthy. 
 Umm to me you can’t really make a meal out of those things because it’s 
not really healthy. Like even though sometimes I eat a bag a mac & cheese 
because that’s nice and comforting, I know that that’s not healthy.  
 
Likewise, she had a clear sense of how to classify vegetables, applying different kinds of 
criteria: 
And things I consider healthy is like your vegetables, and like a variety of 
vegetables so not just getting like your cucumbers or your tomatoes but getting 
the hardy vegetables, like sweet potatoes, your leafy greens like kale and collards, 
the things that are really high in vitamins and nutrients like brown rice over white 
rice. And really thinking about having like higher fiber, higher vegetable meals as 
opposed to higher fat meats like beefs and steaks and stuff like that.  
 
Moreover, she differentiated between food prepared by anonymous others, and by 
oneself. How could one otherwise be sure about all of the ingredients? 
But on a whole I feel like anything you’re really cooking yourself is 
healthier than anything your buying, even if you’re buying it at some place 
considered healthier, your like “oh I’m going to get this one because it seems 
healthy,” you really don’t know what people are putting in the food and the 
portions here are always too big. So, you need to be careful of those things. When 
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you’re eating at home and your cooking yourself, it’s just for the most part always 
going to be healthier than what your buying from somewhere else.” 
 
She acknowledged that is not always easy to eat healthy, making balance key, even when 
it comes to mac and cheese.  
Others developed a better understanding in adulthood, after becoming more involved 
in the community. For example, Veronica, the youngest participant, expanded her 
understanding of healthy factors outside of the “obvious” ones, like “fruit is healthy and 
friend chicken is bad because you learn that stuff in school.” Yet even then, she was not 
sure she “had the right” definition. After assuring her that there was no right answer—there 
was just her perception of what healthiness looked like in her own life—she was able to give 
her definition: It included not only included healthy foods, but also mental health.  
My definition of healthy is… I don’t know? … I mean… I’m just going to 
say something. Getting…Because I have no idea what I would think healthy is. 
Getting the right amount of umm… produce that you need coupled with right 
amount of exercise…you said what does healthy mean? 
So not just food and exercise, like, making sure your mind is right that’s 
also a part of being healthy, and making sure that, or trying to be in the right 
environment cause your environment can also affects your health, which in turn 
affects what you eat and things like that.  
 
Veronica was able to verbalize exactly how important food and exercise are, as well as 
bringing up additional factors, like being in spaces that provide the necessary resources, and 
that makes them available, so that a person can actually make those healthy or positive 
choices.  
These understanding of what constitutes healthiness reoccurred throughout the 
interviews. All fifteen women were able to articulate what lifestyles were considered healthy 
and unhealthy, what kinds of food they should include in a daily diet, and what foods they 
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should avoid. As the World Health Organization states, health is a “state of complete 
physical, mental and social well-being and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity. 
The highest attainable standard of health is one of the fundamental rights of every human 
being without distinction of race, religion, political belief, economic or social condition” 
(www.who.int). Each of these women was able to accurately articulate this standard 
definition of health, with varying levels of specificity.  
This knowledge of healthiness also appears among women of Haitian and Caribbean 
descent who live in Mattapan. Many of the Haitian women who were sixty years or older 
actually had a hard time understanding what I meant by “healthy” foods, or what “healthy 
lifestyle” constituted in their culture. Two in particular essentially told me that no word in 
their language directly correlates with the term as I was using it. Instead, there are words that 
mean “wholesome” or “wealthy”, which translate to the English word for “healthy,” but none 
pertain to food. They told me that everything that they ate was good for them, which a is why 
they did not have any chronic diseases. “We eat the same diet we ate in Haiti,” they said, 
“stews, fish, and vegetables and fruit.”  
Nina, who is blunt and straight to the point, is also a Haitian immigrant who 
volunteered every Saturday at the Farmer’s Market. She was completely caught off guard 
when I asked her about her definition of healthy food. She stared at me blankly. Her 
expression clearly stated that it was an insult to her intelligence to ask such an asinine 
question. She retorted, “Vegetables and protein… healthy food?” She proceeded to say 
that this was how she had always eaten, so it was natural these were the types of foods 
she now buys and feeds her family. 
 52 
I want to be careful not to romanticize the relationship between knowledge of what is 
healthy, and actually practicing those behaviors one believes are healthy. Here, I am simply 
establishing a baseline sense of how women of African descent in Mattapan characterize 
“healthiness” and “healthy food”. In brief, they know what both entails. Their definitions 
align with larger cultural norms. As we continue to unpack their histories, memories and 
stories, it is evident that the foods they deemed “unhealthy” were rarely eaten, or eaten only 
on special occasions. Traditional Southern or soul food was a part of their diet, but these 
foods were not cooked on an everyday basis. Many women spoke about how they 
incorporate soul food into their diets today, but modify recipes to make them healthier. 
Additionally, they talked about how they adopted their recipes to their own versions of a 
healthy life style, inspired by their journeys. For them, “healthiness” was as much about the 
foods you put into your body, as the things and people with which you surround yourself 
and the environment where you live.  
These discussions call into question who defines “healthy”, and what 
“healthiness” looks like for different bodies and different cultures. In this case study, for 
example we see harsh lines between what foods and behaviors constitute healthiness and 
unhealthiness. Black women have never had a voice in the majority discourse that defines 
what constitutes “healthy”. Instead, they have been scolded for their dietary patterns. 
More specifically, when they have essentially been told that everything they eat must go; 
to be healthy they must adapt a new, “whiter” diet in order to be considered healthy.  
Dr. Baruch Ben-Yehudah is a leader in what is considered the Afro-vegan 
movement—a movement that describes the “experience of the vegan lifestyle through the 
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lens of people of African descent.” Dr. Ben-Yehudah has been vocal in defining what 
healthiness means, specifically for people of African descent. In a HuffPost Article, he 
wrote: “White culture has taken the power to define all things good as white, and all 
things white as good. So that definition of healthy eating is not an accurate depiction of 
eating healthy” (Aiken, 2019). This way of characterizing good food is problematic, and 
has proved unsuccessful when trying to maintain it for an extended period of time. As the 
voices of the women I interviewed demonstrate, they have understandings well-grounded 
in their own experiences and heritages. 
 
Memories of Southern Roots 
Eighty percent of my participants had recent Southern roots, whether they 
themselves, their parents, or their grandparents had been born in the South and migrated 
North to Boston. As a result, many Southern foods had been a part of their diet at some 
point in their lives. Karen, my first interview participant, spoke about her memories. The 
library where we met melted away, as her stories transported me to the farms and forests 
of South Carolina. I felt the stories and memories from her childhood rise up. I saw the 
joy come over her face as she talked about her memories of food.  
When I finally asked her how she distinguished between healthy and unhealthy 
food, her response was entangled not only with the foods she considered to be healthy, 
but also with her memories of those fresh foods, farming, learning, and participating in 
cooking. Moreover, like many of the other women, healthiness was so much a part of 
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their normal life, that it was not even thought about as something separate. When I asked 
about her learning what was healthy, she said:  
In was like an innate behavior of what I saw with foods, like greens. Gosh 
I have always loved greens.  
They may have told us or maybe we just understood. You know some 
things were just understood. Yeah, I think they said “here eat this” and down 
through the years they would be like, “Yea this is healthy for you” because I was 
a picky eater…but as we grew, they would say oh what was it ...umm umm…. ‘I 
spoke as a child but when I became a man I put away childish things away.’ So, 
when you…in your growth and development you start seeing and realize you 
except it.  
 
Karen’s lived experience with food is a prime example of many women who grew 
up in the South eating Southern fresh food. She recalls endless miles of green spaces and 
trees, and fresh water fishing with her father.  
But there were some things that I knew I loved like corn on the cob... 
fresh, organic, corn on the cob that I grew up with, like tomatoes, I loved 
tomatoes, we grew tomatoes and sometimes I would just need to have a tomato 
every day—that’s how my family thought of it.  
There were just certain things that were the heart of our existence and our 
soul and our love… beans, oh any type of beans I love to this day. 
 
The transition of moving from the South up North to Boston was especially 
challenging, not only because there were far fewer people who looked like her, but the 
culture was also completely different: 
Karen: When I visited, there was always so much excitement and glee, going out 
there just being able to be around animals in the country life, the trees, the birds 
everything! I just played my part, when I went to their house, pickling cucumbers, 
tomatoes—eating them right off the bushes. It just had a special taste that when I 
came here [to Boston] I didn’t taste. I had to readjust, the transition was very 
difficult. It was really difficult, I hated here.  
Food played a very big part in my transition and coming here and where I 
lived and going fishing, being able to distinguish between fresh foods and the 
different taste and the tenderness it just made a difference. 
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Many times, in her life, she prepared Soul food as an act of remembrance of childhood 
and, in some instances, a better time in her life. Food, that is, was so embedded in her 
family relationships, that cooking was a way to bring it all back: 
I grew up with my mother…she was the best fanciest cook and new all the 
recipes, but what she did, she did it with love and I loved it, and certain things 
you couldn’t beat her cooking. Then my father, she couldn’t bake biscuits like 
him, but she could bake cakes and peach cobblers from scratch she could make 
really good.  
I couldn’t cook like her but I learned and I could see…observe, just sit 
around looking and just asking questions and being curious about certain things, 
like I said about milk, and being out in the country fishing, picking…oh goodness 
and picking plums right off the tree and making preserves.  
 
As we explore her story, we see, too, how her experience of motherhood has 
expanded her understanding of food and healthiness, creating a space for her to explore 
new ways of eating, while also challenged or by financial circumstances that have led to 
all types of creativity within her cooking.  
Karen’s explanation of what she believes is healthy paints a vivid picture of being 
immersed as a young child in a world of fresh foods. As a norm in the household, it was 
not explicitly talked about when she was growing up. They were just regularly 
incorporated into her life, as they were in the lives of the other women, several of whom 
experienced a similar impact. Even those like Sierra—born in Boston to a Jamaican 
father and a mother from the South—experienced the presence of fresh produce with 
every meal, because her grandfather passed on the importance of sustainability, with 
which he had grown up in Boston.  
Sierra: Umm growing up? I ate a lot of vegetables… I ate a lot of produce. Who 
prepared that? A mixture of people. My grandfather actually was one of the… he 
started the first community garden in lower Roxbury, and so that meant a lot of 
 56 
my food was fresh and culturally prepared. I am Southern roots, Jamaican roots. 
I got a little bit of flavor!  
 
When I asked how she “learned” what was healthy, she admitted that it had not 
been a conscious thought; it had just always been a part of her life. “I never really 
thought about it, to be honest with you. I think I think about it now that I am raising a 
child…The clients that I serve are not as privileged as I was growing up, so I have kind 
of been able to witness the difference.” Like many of the women who participated, she 
did not explicitly explore idea of healthiness, or engage with it until later on in her life.  
 
Food and Mothering. 
The intersection of being a mother, providing nutritious foods, and living a 
healthy lifestyle changed the ways in which many women thought about healthiness. 
Many admitted they had never even thought about healthy foods or healthiness until after 
having children. Many factors contributed to their having to think about it in a new light. 
Two involved the commercialization and popularization of fast food, which prompted 
many to start thinking about healthiness, and what it was now starting to look like for 
them. Ultimately, the shift from planting and growing sources of food on the one hand, to 
the mass production and availability of not-so-healthy foods and produce contaminated 
with a multitude of hormones on the other, were all new issues. Those who grew up with 
freshly and locally grown foods recall a clear distinction between the produce they grew 
up with, and what was present in their adulthood.  
Karen described the difference between the taste of the foods she grew up with, 
and the food she experienced after moving to the New England area: 
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I know through observations, through life, how it used to be. You know, 
they didn’t use a lot of chemicals and stuff back in the day and I can tell through 
observation and looking through my eyes… my childhood eyes and how I grew 
up. It’s in the taste I can distinguish between the taste very clear and it’s a big 
difference just beans, rice, oh my goodness, the tender cabbage, the taste and the 
flavor are different. 
 
Growing up, Karen talked about never actually going to grocery stores, because they 
were not necessary. Everyone grew their own food. At times, her family would go to 
meat markets purchase certain items, but again it was rare that they even shopped at 
markets, let alone supermarkets, which were becoming especially popular.  
Even the fresh produce she purchased in New England grocery stores was not the 
same as what she had once known. In fact, she spoke about how she conducted 
experiments with her children, so they could see how chemicals changed food. 
Karen: I used to tell my kids that you could to do a science project with this new 
food, and I would tell them, if you leave something in a certain spot…a vulnerable 
spot, you will see what happens—how it rots and turns waxy. It never used to do 
that. You run through the steps in your mind. I always use to say, alright, you 
remember the science, it’s a science project you see. The science project is getting 
ready to happen, so be careful! So, through that, through life I can tell, it’s like a 
science project so to speak.  
 
Me: The food?  
 
Karen: Yea, the food! The knowing and testing, being a test taster and 
distinguishing the different taste and customs and coming together and enjoying 
food it was always a big plus… 
I was also fascinated about going out into the woods, picking 
strawberries, blackberries, and then coming here, having to pay an arm and a 
leg... And it tastes so different. To be able to play with my friends, and go out and 
get fresh foods and eat it right out my hands. It’s a big difference and I’m telling 
you, it’s in the taste.  
 
Educating children in a neighborhood that has fast food on every corner is a battle, even 
for families who adamantly practiced living a healthy lifestyle, but Karen made a point of 
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instilling the importance of good food in her family. She taught her children the 
importance of eating foods considered healthy, namely the fresh fruits and vegetables 
with which she had grown up. Teaching them to be careful through “family 
experiments”, and aware of the chemicals and pesticides in food, showed that she not 
only tasted the difference, but could also physically identify specific properties that had 
changed from what had been considered “fresh” produce when she was growing up.  
  Alice, who was one of the founders of the MFFC, is extremely involved in the 
community. She grew up in North Carolina and moved to Boston as a young adult to 
attend college. Growing up in the South, she described a strong foundation of what 
constituted healthiness. She said: 
Alice: So, I would generally say that almost none of the foods I ate growing up 
were unhealthy…. there were very few processed foods and even fried foods 
weren’t eaten that often. Fried foods were viewed as special foods. One mostly 
drank water for thirst, one had iced teas on Sunday as part of a special meal. Sodas 
and other sugar sweetened beverages again where special occasions foods, not 
daily foods.  
 
But it was not until having children herself that she had to think about the role that 
healthiness would play in their lives. When I asked her how she had learned to 
differentiate between what was health and unhealthy, she replied, “So, because people 
grew their own vegetables and their own fruit for the most part, those things were a part 
of the regular meal. Most people were pretty healthy and obesity was fairly rare.”   
For women like Alice, who were originally from the South, it sometimes became 
important to enable their children to experience an approximation of their own 
childhoods, by taking them to experience the actual landscape: 
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Karen: I took my daughter down South, the oldest one, and she fished for the first 
time. She was about 7 or 6, saw pigs, got a chance to see lightning bugs, you 
know most Northerners who live in the city never get a chance to see lightening 
bugs.  
You know, I always tell my kids, my rally cry and my love, unconditional 
love will always be for the South. There just certain things. The land, the 
environment…its certain things that I think that’s why a lot of people who were 
southern [born] came here… as part of the great migration. They came here for a 
better life. Then when they got here it was sort of like a clash of the culture… just 
trying to remember who you are and not lose your sense of self from within. 
 So, they sent a lot of the kids for the betterment of their growth, just to 
experience the South and the culture. It’s just something that you have to 
experience and see. Certain parts of your Black culture it starts from the South, it 
just started from the south you know. It’s the heart of our existence.  
 
For Alice, it also became necessary to carry forward what she had learned as a child, 
while adapting it to the commercialized food culture of the North in general, and of 
Boston in particular: 
 I think the impact of advertising and diets high in foods that are processed 
foods with added sugars and added fats really became more of the reality that I 
experienced as an adult, and really more as a parent, I had to be conscientious 
about making sure my children had healthy foods because unhealthy foods were 
being encouraged outside of our home, all the time. 
  My older child never knew what McDonalds was…or he thought it was a 
very special place to go. My younger child, though, very quickly knew 
McDonalds, not that we went that often, but again it was more a part of the 
impact of commercialization on food intake. 
Instead of normalizing a food culture grounded in McDonald’s, Alice taught her children 
to view fast food as an exception, and not a routine: 
  So, even the meals in our home, we cooked every day. Eating out was a 
special occasion and eating out generally wasn’t fast food.  
 So… trying to make sure that our children grew up knowing what’s healthy 
and what’s not healthy, how often one could have things like sugar-sweetened 
beverages or not at all, were all things that were a part of my life later on. 
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Like the anthropologist entering a different culture, and becoming acutely aware of her 
own cultural practices through the encounter, many of the women I interviewed 
developed increasingly acute awareness of their own backgrounds once they settled in the 
North—first on their own behalf, and then on behalf of their children. For women 
transitioning from the role of child to that of mother, of recipient of food to food provider 
of food, the challenges they face have been further complicated by commercialization, 
the pervasive presence of fast food, and living in communities that lack access to 
nutritious food. Together, these factors have increasingly affected women’s ability to 
influence and provide healthy food in their homes.  
 
Beyond Healthy Food 
 As a number of the women observed, healthiness in today society goes well beyond 
eating healthy food, and is intertwined with surrounding their children with healthy 
environments and healthy people.  As Sierra explained: 
Healthiness? That’s a really deep question. It’s not just body, it’s the mind…it’s the 
spirit. And so, when I’m raising my son I want him not only to be able to ingest 
things that are healthy for him in terms of what he is eating, but I also want his 
screen to be healthy, as far as what he watches, what he reads, who he associates 
with, how much he’s tied with and connected to his community. Those are all 
connected to being a healthy person. And then teaching him to use his body to resist 
off negative things, is also connected to being healthy. Being a well-rounded 
person. 
 
Yet, providing children with continuous access to healthy foods and healthy 
environments is complicated for women in Mattapan. The neighborhood has a median 
income of a little under $48,000. In contrast, the median household income of Metro 
Boston area is well over $85,000, and of Massachusetts as a whole, over $75,000. With a 
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median income significantly less than that of Boston, and an environment lacking basic 
resources (like a full-service grocery store), it becomes extremely difficult to navigate the 
barriers to providing healthy food and buying that food.  
 Each and every woman I interviewed based her grocery shopping decisions on what 
foods would be the healthiest for her children. Sierra, for example, makes it abundantly 
clear that, even on a budget, providing healthy food and a healthy environment for her 
son—who has multiple food allergies—is her priority, and thus non-negotiable. She 
makes a way, and does what she has to, to provide him with the foods that he can safely 
consume.  
 For many, finances imposed a major restriction on what they could actually 
purchase. While all mothers tried their best to provide nutritious foods for their children, 
finances did not always allow them to do so. Sierra was in her late twenties, and raising 
her son in a two-parent household with two incomes.  
Me: Now that you’re a mother, what is your process to think about healthiness?  
 
Sierra: I don’t. You know…I never really thought about this, maybe I took it for 
granted. I know it’s important, I know it’s something we think about it. But I don’t 
think I’ve really thought about it like that. I don’t just intentionally think, I just do 
it, its natural. 
 I naturally get up on a Sunday and go to Whole Foods and go to Trader 
Joes there’s no thinking, there’s not nickel and diming, like ohh I only have this 
amount for Whole Foods, I just know what my son needs and I provide it. So, I 
never really thought about how privileged I actually am.  
 
Sierra’s circumstances allowed her to have more flexibility in providing for her son, 
creating a narrative quite different from the experience of women in Mattapan who were 
raising children as single parents. For them, it would have been a luxury to be able not to 
think twice about what one would buy.  
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All the women with children specifically identified ways in which they try to 
provide healthy food for their children, even if means they themselves cannot indulge in 
those foods. Indeed, incorporating them into their own diets takes a process, because the 
availability of unhealthy foods is so prevalent. Mothers consciously think about not only 
how to provide what they know is healthy, but also how to prevent their children from 
accessing the readily available unhealthy ones.  Finally, food acts as a connection to their 
Southern roots, as well as a way for women to form a connection between their children 
and the way things used to be.  
In many cultures, food provides a means of connectivity among and between 
generations. Women want their children to experience food from their own childhoods, in 
order to further instill the importance, and create memories, of good food. These practices 
further demonstrate, and consolidate, the connection between motherhood and food.  
 
Discovering Self Through Food 
 Thus far we have clearly addressed this issue through three major points. First, 
Black women in Mattapan have a deep knowledge of what healthiness constitutes. 
Second, not do they have a solid grasp of what constitutes healthiness; for almost all of 
them, these ideas felt innate, because they grew out of behaviors or habits the women had 
learned to practice regularly as children. Finally, women found that motherhood 
influenced the ways in which they conceptualized and pursued health. A changing world 
that promotes the commercialization of unhealthy foods, coupled with institutional 
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barriers that make it difficult to provide a healthy lifestyle for their families, posed 
regular challenges.  
Listening to their stories, I found that many women experienced themselves as 
being on a journey, one in which food played a pivotal role. It was, of course, 
nourishment, but it was also a part of the material culture that connected them to their 
ancestors and history. There was a point on that journey when food became a gateway to 
self-discovery—a point where women sought new experiences through food that 
stretched outside their comfort zone. There was a desire to recreate, redefine, and even 
re-imagine their own version of healthiness, outside of mainstream categories. Self-
discovery took many forms, at different stages of life. While analyzing how women 
experienced and characterized their own space of self-discovery, three main encounters in 
their lives seemed to prompt or inspire the process: disease, the environment and, finally, 
the experience of others.  
 
Self-Discovery through Disease 
 
As we know, chronic diet-related diseases have significantly increased over the 
last two decades. About half of all-American adults have acquired one or more 
preventable chronic diseases, with racial and ethnic minorities 1.5 to 2.0 times more 
likely to do so than whites. Within these disparities, African-Americans are severely 
affected. African-Americans are 40 percent more likely than non-Hispanics whites to 
have high blood pressure, while 77 percent more likely to be diagnosed with diabetes. 
They are also less likely to keep the latter under control, even though it can usually be 
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regulated through a balanced and nutritious diet and regular exercise. Instead, African-
Americans have typically had a more difficult experience changing their diet, even after 
being diagnosed with a chronic illness. Consistency can be particularly difficult, 
especially when living in a food-impoverished environment on a limited income.  
Shalom, whose mother had been diagnosed with diabetes, used this experience to 
develop tools to understand healthier options, such as learning to read food labels. 
Shalom: I knew the obvious one like cakes, cookies the junk, but I started learning 
about regular food that wasn’t healthy when my mother contracted diabetes and 
we went to a nutrition class at Carney hospital.  
They teach you how to read the labels. The carbohydrates, what’s high, 
what’s low. I mean I didn’t know anything about how the color of a fruit or 
vegetable is also important for its vitamins and nutrients until I went to the class 
at Carney hospital. My mother has been diabetic for about 14 years… 
 
Shalom admitted that when she was growing up, her mother had cooked whenever she 
could. When she did, meals consisted of things such as “blacked-eyed peas and rice, 
collard greens, fried chicken, meatloaf and pork roast.” These foods were prepared and 
consumed when the family could afford to go grocery shopping. However, when they had 
what Sharon called their “broke nights,” they ate foods higher in sodium, like ramen 
noodles, fish sticks and pork and beans. Shalom did not necessarily consider these 
unhealthy foods per se; these cheaper, quicker options were always incorporated within 
one’s diet, and did not comprise the diet as a whole.  
After Shalom started attending nutritional classes with her mother and learned 
how to read the labels on canned and packaged foods, she started to change how she 
prepared meals for her family. She explained how the classes led her to do her own 
research and, from there, to want to change her own eating habits.  
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I still eat some of the food; I don’t eat pork no more, I stopped eating pork 
when I was 17 and I’m 39 now so I ain’t gone to do the math but there you go. I 
still eat the collard greens, I know greens are good but I don’t do like the oiling it 
with the fatback, I use roasted turkey. I modify it. Hmmm…fried chicken? Well I 
really don’t do fried chicken anymore. 
My kids are hooked on what they call ‘clean chicken’, which is just plain- 
backed chicken. I only do macaroni and cheese every once and a while, because I 
can’t do the Kraft. I have to the baked one. It’s like I’m not doing that all the time.  
A lot of the stuff I ate as a kid I really don’t eat now, and if I eat it now I 
modify it. I don’t cook my black-eyed peas and rice with sugar and things like 
that. My mother’s actually embracing it. She doesn’t even do the cooking 
anymore. She just says, “Go ahead, do your thing, do whatever as long as it 
tastes good.”  
 
She indicated, as well, that she was already conscious of certain unhealthy foods, such as 
eating pork to excess (an awareness that led her to eliminate it from her diet at a young 
age). After going to the classes, she grew extremely interested in learning skills to modify 
the meals to which she had been accustomed, while still making them taste good. She 
admitted to playing around with different spices, to cut down on salt, and perfecting the 
“clean” recipes that she prepared with her family.  
Shalom’s mother learned to monitor her own food intake, because her daughter 
avidly dedicated her time to crafting new, healthier meals for the family. Paradoxically, 
the mother’s diabetes diagnoses created a space for Shalom to discover many of the skills 
and techniques that enabled her to decipher what constitutes “healthy” and “unhealthy”. 
These skills led to experimenting with preparing foods that still tasted great, but without 
the unhealthy aspects. Essentially, Shalom was able to take many of the foods she had 
loved growing up, extract the exact ingredients that had made them unhealthy, and 
substitute them with options that were still flavorful and healthy. In this way, Shalom re-
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created her own definition of healthiness, which allowed her still to indulge in childhood 
favorites—just in a different manner.  
 
Self- Discovery through Environment 
Normally, “environment” refers to the larger space in which one lives her daily 
life.  One’s environment can play a major role in the foods one eats, either promoting or 
discouraging one’s eating particular habits. However, if we take a closer look at the 
individual environments and the spaces accessed by each of the women in this study, 
“environment” also presented a space for them to further explore food. For example, 
several women were able to cultivate skills they had learned while growing up, carrying 
them into their adult life. Actions like planting and growing their own food manifested in 
adulthood as a way of resisting the environment in which they live.  
Indeed, the women I interviewed in Mattapan used the environment that 
surrounded them to push the boundaries—to discover new ways of eating and new foods 
prompted by the Mattapan environment itself. Sierra, for example, had grown up in 
Mattapan, where she had also grown up eating the fresh, locally grown fruits and 
vegetables that led to her to her own discovery of healthiness. Many of the women 
practiced various non-traditional forms of healthiness and eating that worked for them 
and their families. Their palettes do not fit into one permeant eating style. For Sierra, 
flexibility in her diet and a “vegan-adjacent” lifestyle became her expression of 
healthiness. Her family ate vegan during the week; on the weekends, they ate meats that 
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included fish and chicken. Such modifications happen every day, in order for Black 
women to define what is healthy for them.  
Jillian grew up having home-cooked meals with a wide variety of vegetables and 
fresh fruits. Due to these foods being regularly incorporated into her diet, she felt 
comfortable from a young age with discovering and creating a new diet. In adulthood, she 
has taken this diet to a next level, and introduced it to her family as well. Although she 
grew up in Mattapan, she went to school a private school in a mostly non-black, affluent 
neighborhood. Her experiences with both food and environment clearly differed from 
those of her classmates. For example, they were familiar with simple experiences, like 
going to Whole Foods and “indulging” in samples; she had not experienced either one in 
Mattapan. Balancing these two worlds allowed her to explore food, and to become active 
in starting community gardens, while and completely expanding the foods she consumed 
in her diet.  
“And then as I grew up, I kind of, because I had been exposed to different 
foods, I would gravitate to various foods I found intriguing… 
 I often think about when I went away to summer camp and we were able 
to pick and choose what we wanted to eat. I just kind of got to eat what I wanted 
because there was no one sitting there saying you need to eat your vegetables, 
and you need to eat this and you need to eat that. That’s kind of like when I was 
on my own and figured out what I wanted to eat. 
 Like, salads were tasty so I ate more salads and stuff like that as opposed 
to junk food. And I think a part of it was that I was exposed to a variety of foods 
growing up. It was never centered around “oh that’s a healthy thing so I am 
going to eat that because it’s a healthy thing.” 
 
As Jillian got older, she not only developed her own distinctive taste and desire for 
exploring various foods in her everyday diet; she also figured out how to create healthy 
meals that she liked, while also living on a budget.  
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Additionally, she was able to create and share with her family her new expression 
of self through food, broadening their understanding what they, too, enjoyed. 
So, when it comes down to it if their trying to feed their family it just seems 
easier, and quicker to go to like Popeyes, but when in reality, you can easily get a 
can of chickpeas and some kale and some basic spices and an onion, if you have 
time, and some diced tomatoes, and that’s like really easy and costs just under 
like $5 to make. But people don’t really have those recipes in their tool box of 
recipes, or people don’t really know how to cook healthy food and make it taste 
good.  
Like Grandma always complains “Ohh, I don’t want you cooking kale 
because kale is nasty,” but then when I cook it for her she’s like, “ohhh that’s 
really good! What is that?” and I’m like, “It’s kale. Remember you said it was 
gross?” 
 So, people just don’t realize it or they haven’t been exposed to it. They 
just may not think to eat it. Whereas because the fast food is around us all the 
time and that’s what we grew up eating, it’s just easier, the first thing that comes 
to your mind when you’re like I need to feed my family right quick.  
 
The lack of access to good and nutritious foods is very limiting for women in Mattapan. 
They are confined by the constraints of their neighborhoods but many women still find 
ways to resist the constraints of their neighborhood. The physical environment of 
Mattapan is a major hinderance for those who actively try to eat a nutritious, healthy diet.  
It is evident that women who have a history of eating nutritious foods as a child, find 
ways to resist the barriers to health that are present in Mattapan. The health 
consciousness rooted within their history compels these women to devise and incorporate 
innovative ways to resist these disparities around them and participate in eating and 
incorporating healthy and nutritious foods in to their lives to the best of their ability.    
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Self-Discovery as an Exchange of Knowledge 
Although soul food is a part of our history, it can and has evolved over time. Food 
not only acts as a form of nourishment. Additionally, it acts as a form of exchange of 
knowledge from parent to child, and vice versa. In this section, we will uncover the 
openness of Black women to explore new ways to cook, prepare and eat foods. Karen 
serves as a prime example of Black women who build on their existing knowledge, 
seeking new ways of cooking and eating. For her, part of this process has often been 
inspired by other people. Her own self-discovery was prompted by her youngest 
daughter, who was also interested in cooking as a way of expressing creativity. At 
eighteen, her daughter decided to completely change her life: she became a yoga 
instructor, and then transitioned to a vegan lifestyle.  
Through her daughter’s self-discovery Karen was also able to embark on this 
journey as herself: 
Karen: My youngest daughter she amazes me, she has had so many jobs and can 
cook. OH MY God she can cook…her food is so good. I love her food! She 
inspires me because, I have a way now…I have made and developed my own 
vegan recipes from her being inspired by food.  
 
Me: Are you a vegan now too?  
 
Karen: No, I am not. But I love the vegan lifestyle! Yes, I do!  
 
Throughout her life, she has had many teachers who have responded to her willingness, 
and guided aptitude, for discovering, cooking, and preparing good foods. Her first 
teachers were her family—her mother, father and aunts who taught her how to put love 
and care into her food. Her ex-husband, a chef at a Korean restaurant, taught her to 
explore new cuisine; her daughter taught her not only about vegan foods and diets, but 
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also introduced her to a whole new community. The latter propelled her to become 
involved in farmers markets, and events like the MFFC community meeting where I met 
her. When reflecting on her experience at the Boston Veg Food Festival, Karen said: 
Karen: You can buy ice cream…vegan ice cream vegan whipped cream OHHH 
I’m just like, thank you thank you, thank you (throwing her hands up and smiling). 
Because I can’t eat dairy stuff, so I love it. I can eat ice cream now, because I 
gave it up so many years, because the lactose intolerance. Now through coconut 
milk and almond milk I can eat it. 
I can participate in workshops. I love to find out more about how I can eat 
more healthier and create more recipes of my own just learning and growing and 
finding out about things.  
 
Me: That sounds so nice.  
 
Karen: Yea! I She’s taken me to vegan restaurants and I rather go to them. The 
food is good. And then I’ll be like isn’t it so funny how we got so filled up and we 
didn’t even eat any meat! And it is so good, we went to this one place, Veggie 
Galaxy she took me on Mother’s Day and I had macaroni and cheese and 
shepherd’s pie and it was so filling. The mushrooms inside the shepherd pie was 
meatless, but you would think it had meat in it… But they had macaroni and 
cheese, and I was like are you sure this is vegan? Oh, my goodness! It was so 
good! 
 And this cheese she got, it was like smoked cheese but it wasn’t dairy, but 
it tastes just like dairy and I was like oh my goodness this is so good.  
 
Karen has re-discovered a passion for food one that was always there. From the time she 
was a young girl, she explains the joy and wonder that food brought into her life. In the 
midst of being a single-mother and struggling at many times to feed her family, the joy 
that she once associated with food was lost. In many instances the women I interviewed, 
had fond and extensive memories of food. Yet, in adulthood those memories become lost 
or distance because of the obstacles that women in Mattapan must encounter in order to 
purchase and prepare those foods. Karen, a middle-aged woman has just now been able to 
truly rediscovery her love for food and has embraced a new way of eating. 
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Through her self-discovery, she has not only opened herself up to new foods; she 
has reconnected with her history, and incorporated modified southern food into her diet. 
More than that, her discovery of food and learning about floodways has connected her to 
larger communities, making her an ally and advocate for groups like MFFC who are 
striving to create spaces in their community that provide accessible and affordable food. 
 
For many women, food is not only their connection to their past and their roots; 
through their self-discovery of food and their food journey, they have connected with 
their current community. This is the case even for women like Karen, Jillian and Sierra, 
who have since moved from Mattapan. Their discovery and appreciation of food has 
continued to bring them to work with the Mattapan community, because their self-
discovery through food has made them deeply conscious of the inequalities present in 
their community.  
Sierra: I don’t live here, but this is my community, so that’s why it’s important for 
me to come back and give back… it’s not hard for me to come back. I feel like 
while it’s not the neighborhood I pay rent in, this is still MY community, I don’t 
live there but it’s still my community.  
 
For women in Mattapan food is a mechanism far beyond that which is meant only to 
nourish the body and sustain life. Food fills women with understanding to themselves, 
their roots, and their community. There are various life circumstances that push women 
to further explore new ways of eating that better their health and improve their overall 
connectiveness to the community.   
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Conclusion: We are Deserving. 
 
Karen: I’m growing up as I get older I get more mature then again, I feel younger 
because I’m eating healthier and I’m exercising and moving. That’s the key, 
movement. And meeting people… 
 Sometimes I am my worst critic, sometimes I have to say look what you 
did, look at these kids, you can do the same thing. That plays a part of just talking 
to yourself…Rebuke these negative forces and go on about your journey and do 
what you’re supposed to do and don’t let nobody stop you...Food plays a big part 
of that journey too, sometimes you fall, brush yourself off… 
You know, ‘steps of a good man are ordered by the Lord though will he 
stumble he won’t be caste down’, and in life so many times that happens. Even so 
with food making decision with food and stuff…  
Then another thing is also… sometimes in the neighborhood there are a 
lot of people who want the best, but there not given the best, and then there are 
elements that say, who are you? Who do you think you are?  
You know, it takes me back to the scene in Hidden Figures where they said 
‘Well every time I reach this fork in the road then I come and see that the rules 
and regulations are being changed.’ And then the White lady said well, ‘you 
should be happy that you all got a job.’  
So, it’s like that with people of color. Whatever little we got, we are told 
by actions speaking louder than words that we should be happy with what we 
have, cause in other words we don’t even deserve that. But we are deserving, we 
are. We’re deserving. That’s just the bottom line of being able to get the best. 
 
The evidence provided by these women indicates that the concept of healthiness 
does not need to be “learned”. Growing up, healthy habits were incorporated into their 
daily lives. They have deeply embedded memories and knowledge of good, healthy, and 
nutritious foods. This being the case, we must look for larger explanations, to understand 
how it is that Black women are nearly twice as likely as other women to become 
overweight and obese. How do we access and analyze the larger institutional and 
structural factors that prevent these women—their prior knowledge notwithstanding—
from eating in healthy ways?  
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Whether motivated by the presence of familial chronic disease, by memories of 
nutritious childhood meals, or just by the hope of a better, healthier life, Black women 
know that good foods are key. As these narratives indicate, many Black women have an 
extensive and advanced knowledge of what constitutes healthy and unhealthy behaviors. 
Although not extensively written about, nor widely recognized by the broader 
community, it is nevertheless often a fact of Black women’s experience. There are 
women in Mattapan that are less versed in what foods are nutritious or healthy, and 
various stages to their journeys, I do not believe that the women who took part in this 
study are an exception.  
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CHAPTER FIVE: 
Cornerstone to Table 
 
Yea I don’t see much in my community that’s the barriers. You got Burger King, 
McDonalds those are barriers. How can you teach people how to eat healthy food, 
nutritional food? when you have crap like this around the corner? 
- Sierra 
 
 
 
Figure 2: Inside local corner store, October 2018.  
Courtesy of Rachel Farthing. 
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Now that we have established that Black women in Mattapan know what 
healthiness constitutes, we must address the elephant in the room, the major question. If 
Black women in Mattapan have a deep-rooted knowledge of healthiness and they also 
grew up eating healthy, then why do these women have the highest rates of obesity in 
Boston? We know diet and a lack of exercise directly correlate with obesity, therefore it 
seems as if there is an apparent disconnect between knowing what is healthy food and the 
practice of actually eating and preparing those foods. The conflicting dichotomy between 
having a foundational knowledge of healthiness and the overwhelming presence of 
chronic preventable diseases in Mattapan, should raise questions. In fact, we should all be 
questioning how and why this is so. There is no short answer or quick explanation to this 
very complicated question.  
Structural Violence in Mattapan 
What I found during the year and half that I spent observing Mattapan and the 
people of Mattapan is that structural violence is rooted into every element of the 
community and produces these structural barriers that make it increasingly difficult for 
anyone living in Mattapan to be healthy. Structural violence is a term coined by Johan 
Galtung in the 1960’s that “Describes the social structures—economic, political, legal, 
religious, and cultural—that stop individuals and groups and societies from reaching their 
full potential” (Galtung 1969). Structural violence not only stops individuals and groups 
from reaching their fullest potential but it deprives individuals, groups and communities 
of their “fundamental human needs” (Galtung 1969). They are structural because they are 
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embedded in the political and economic organization of our social world (Farmer 2006). I 
would go even further to say that structural violence is rooted within the framework of 
our nation, so much so that acts of structural violence become normalized in our society. 
Finally, they are violent because they cause injury or suffering to people (Farmer 2006). 
In Mattapan suffering is manifested through diseases like obesity, diabetes, and 
hypertension. Chronic, preventable, diseases that could in theory be avoided, if Mattapan 
had access to the resources that it needed.  
Now structural violence can seem like an elusive, intangible term used to blame 
an unknown force for Black women’s health issues, because at the end of the day 
everyone has free will and can choose what they eat and therefore suffer the 
consequences of poor eating habits. To be honest, I myself was not entirely convinced at 
the beginning of my research that structural violence could be such a large contributor to 
the prevalence of chronic disease in Mattapan. The more time I spent in Mattapan, riding 
the bus, talking with people, and meeting in the community I was more than convinced of 
exactly how structural violence encroaches itself on the individuals living in Mattapan. 
Structural violence produces structural barriers which then act as direct preventatives for 
individuals to be healthy. These structural barriers in Mattapan include: lack of adequate 
access to food resources, surplus of unhealthy foods, poor transportation, time poverty, a 
lack of green spaces, and unstable housing.  
The neighborhood of Mattapan itself is a barrier. Whenever Mattapan is 
mentioned many outsiders have a negative frame of reference regarding the community. 
These negative opinions surrounding Mattapan affect the way investors, businesses, 
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government officials, and fellow Bostonians view the neighborhood. The name itself 
carries a weight with it that the communities must overcome. The community is aware of 
how the outsiders view their community which results in miniscule investment into the 
community. One participant stated:  
“I think it’s Mattapan’s reputation, Mattapan back in the day was a very violent 
area. Even, this very park that we’re sitting in now, you wouldn’t want to sit in back in 
the day. It was crazy, it was called Murderpan… You know, so I think it’s the fact that 
they pegged us as this bad area, and then their thinking it’s this low-income area…which 
is not true. It’ s middle class… a lot of home owners’ people are snatching up homes in 
Mattapan left and right. You know? And I think if the city did a better job of showing 
businesses that they will succeed in this area they will have more of a platform for 
Mattapan, a better option of food and things like that. Until then, people will see 
Mattapan as a bad area that they don’t want to be in.” (Shalom) 
 
These are the obstacles that Black women in Mattapan navigate every day, just in 
an effort to access the most basic needs of life. The barriers are constantly and 
relentlessly working against the women in Mattapan. Now, these structural barriers 
mentioned physically act on the women of Mattapan every day in a multitude of ways. 
Not only does it make it incredibly difficult for women to be healthy, but it 
subconsciously produces an environment where individuals in the community become 
conditioned to eat these unhealthy options because there are no other choices. It is not 
that they actually prefer these types of foods, instead, it is what they have available to 
them. The presence of these unhealthy foods becomes a part of Mattapan, an inextricable 
characteristic of the neighborhood. Unhealthy foods become normalized for many in the 
neighborhood until the barriers are no longer seen as barriers but as a part of the 
community. 
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 In Mattapan there are the constant structures intended to remind the community 
that they are not as important and to some extent not worthy of better. These structures 
are then internalized by the community, and are ultimately intended to reduce one’s 
agency or ability to change their environment therefore one is expected to adapt to the 
structures. Through adaption these structures become normalized not only to the 
community but to those outside of the community.  This phenomenon is called habitus 
and was developed by French intellectual, Pierre Bourdieu. He described as a “system of 
embodied dispositions, tendencies that organize the ways in which individuals perceive 
the social world around them and react to it.” Bourdieu argues that the reproduction of 
the social structure results from the habitus of individuals (Bourdieu, 1987). This term 
was developed in an effort to understand how exactly power is regulated.  What Bourdieu 
found is that, “the socialized body (which one calls the individual or person) does not 
stand in opposition to society; it is one of its forms of existence (1987,p.97).” This means 
that individuals are essentially a reflection of their environments. Our environment 
produces our social world, which formulates how we as individuals understand, think and 
form habits such as what we eat, how we eat, and how we interact with one another.   
Bourdieu complicates this idea of the routinization of oppressive structures 
becoming normative by explaining that habitus is a “structured structures” – “the habitus 
is the result of social structures, more precisely of the social class (doxa) and the rules of 
the game on the field that have been internalized” (1985). Habitus results from early 
socialization experiences in which external structures are internalized. One’s habitus is 
developed or engrained in the primary stages of life making it difficult to change. 
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Therefore, people who grew up in or have lived in a space devoid of healthy food, tend to 
lean towards unhealthy and highly processed food, because that is what they have 
become accustom to. Additionally, it makes eating and purchasing these foods seem less 
harmful. For those who cannot travel outside of their neighborhoods, unhealthy food 
become a forced behavior. These habits are a learned way of survival that trump having a 
knowledge of healthy foods. It is internalized as normal it is a part of their daily lives. 
Their habitus have been shaped by the presence of a lack of healthiness and surplus of 
unhealthiness. 
Although difficult, it is possible to form a new habitus, a person’s habitus can 
change, but the individual has “to be able to transform.” Furthermore, David Swartz 
describes habitus as “a sort of deep-structuring cultural matrix that generates self -
fulfilling prophecies according to different class opportunity (Swartz 
104).”  Understanding that one’s environment acts on and is always acting on the 
individual is important in understanding the health behaviors of an individual. This is not 
to say that people living in food impoverished communities are not capable actors that 
lack agency. Instead I hope that the concept of habitus will serve as a foundational 
building block that allows readers to understand that food choice is a result of one’s 
habitus.  It is challenging for the women in Mattapan to create a new habitus when the 
environment one works and lives, is so limited.  
 In this chapter we will look at the neighborhood of Mattapan as a case study, in 
order to understand how structural violence and habitus produce and reproduce one 
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another, which then produces self-enforcing thoughts, behaviors and actions. One’s 
environment self- enforces habits which lead to the dependency of unhealthy food. The 
deficiency of healthy options in one’s neighborhood is only one of the major barriers that 
the people living in Mattapan must face on a daily basis. These actions become habits, 
repeated continuously to the point that they become self-perpetuating and imbedded in 
one’s daily life.   
 
Setting the Scene: A Built Site of Scarcity 
 
August 16, 2018  
 
“The 28 bus is late, again, it’s a very humid August day and I am extremely 
annoyed that the bus is so late. As I check my phone for Lyft and Uber prices, the bus 
finally arrives, 20 minutes late. Drenched in sweat and annoyance, I motion to the others 
who are also waiting at the bus stop to go in front of me.  I rarely take the bus so I have 
to fumble around in my bag looking for two dollars to put into the machine. The bus 
driver looks at me struggling to put the money in the machine. Shaking his head with a 
slight smirk on his face, he pulls off before I finish putting my money into the machine. 
 As I make my way to the back, stumbling, trying to balance my weight on the moving 
bus, there are no seats available so I find a corner near the middle entrance of the bus to 
stand so that I can rest against the wall. The bus stops less than a minute from Moreland 
Street where I got on. A few people get off. More get on. There are still no seats 
available, and there is barely any room to breathe, but at least the bus is cool and I have 
a decent spot to stand.  I know that I am in store for a long ride, which is why I try to 
Uber when I can. Not only does the bus stop every half a mile, but my stop, Mattapan 
Square is the second to last stop on the bus which means it takes me nearly 45 mins to get 
into Mattapan, especially during this time of day.  
During this trip I pass about 10 different churches that I can see, I also pass several 
liquors stores, I count 12, 3 schools, 8 beauty supply stores, 2 McDonalds and 3 Burger 
Kings.  
After the third stop a few seats become available and I quickly take a seat near the front 
of the bus and sit down. Now that I have a seat I take out my journal and begin to write.  
The bus is full but not completely full like it was when I first got on the bus, it’s 
very quiet almost silent no one is really talking. The fifth stop is near a school and there’s 
tons of middle schoolers waiting at the bus stop talking and playing. All of the children 
are now on the bus, and the bus is no longer quiet. There are several children now on the 
bus all seem to be getting out of school. I grab my phone to text Alice to let her know that 
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I will be late to our meeting. Its 5:15 pm. I decide to continue to journal in my phone, but 
the bus is far too bumpy. Quite frankly, it’s just awkward trying to take field notes in a 
journal, on a bus that stops constantly, with people getting on and off bumping you as 
they try to make it to a seat before the bus pulls off. 
 It’s a really pretty day and people seem to be enjoying the weather, and in good spirits. 
The students getting on the bus have migrated to the back and have continued to joke 
around about something that happened at school. As we get closer to Mattapan I noticed 
a large brick building, with several white window trimmings. In front of the building is a 
painting of Michelle Obama, her face is comprised of hues of blues, purples and small 
hints of green. I think this is a very artistic but realistic portrayal of the former First 
Lady. In the midst of everything going on, the fast foods, liquors stores, and everything 
else in this area, this painting of the former First Lady is really inspiring, an literally a 
depiction of hope in an environment that looks anything but hopeful. 
At the Blue Hill Ave. and Columbia drop, about 15 people get on the bus. Several 
more school aged kids get on the bus. Two of the boys are bantering back and forth about 
who a girl in their class “liked more” Their group of friends who got on the bus with 
them were all laughing and egging them on. They immediately walked to the very back of 
the bus, where the other older teenaged kids where sitting. I can still somewhat hear this 
banter because the front is still so quiet everyone is either on their phones or looking out 
the window. The bus pulls off. As we go further towards Mattapan  we pass several 
colorful houses and store fronts. One is light green with several windows, the other a 
dark blue two story building, it seems like the buildings in general are becoming more 
colorful. We pass brick buildings with bright green awnings and bright signs to match.  
We also  pass several restaurants including Flames, a Caribbean restaurant, a 
chicken and wing spot, barbeque restaurants, and American food restaurants. None of 
the restaurants we passed were what I would define as “healthy.” In fact, I don’t see any 
kind of healthy place, we did pass one Stop and Shop in Dorchester, but other than that 
nothing. 
  
 
Mattapan Square, last stop.  
 
 My experiences riding the bus presented some of the most intriguing 
observations. In many ways I was able to take in the environment, the people, the smells, 
the colorfulness of the buildings as well as the conversations. More than anything, I was 
able to focus on the distinguishing factors among each neighborhood. In order to get to 
Mattapan from my home in Roxbury I had to travel through the neighborhood of 
Dorchester. As I inched closer and closer to the Mattapan borders I came to recognize the 
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signs that I was getting closer to reaching Mattapan. I would see less space parks and 
more convenience stores, less grocery stores and more Burger Kings. These sights were 
distinguished that I was approaching Mattapan. The more that I marinated on this, I 
realized Mattapan is a food desert, but more than , the community lacks the basic 
resources that allow one to be healthy. Mattapan is what I am calling a built site of 
scarcity, a site of scarcity which obstructs Black women living in Mattapan’s ability to 
access to engage in healthy behaviors. A built site of scarcity is a space or location that 
has been built to function devoid of essential resources. These sites of built scarcity 
disproportionately and aggressively affect people of color and poor individuals. Terms 
like food deserts lack the capacity to describe the systematic nature of the of resources in 
the larger environment. This term illustrates that a built site of scarcity is a space 
intentionally and purposefully designed with a lack of resources. It persists because that 
is what it was designed to do. The reality is that people living in this community do not 
have the access to the resources needed to be healthy. Instead, they have to overcome 
various structural barriers to simply to eat the foods that they desire.  
 
The Ultimate Choice- Price vs Quality 
What I have learned is that there are two main reasons that women shop outside 
of Mattapan, price or quality. For many women, price is the deciding factor that 
determines where women can afford to shop. When I asked women if anything prohibits 
them from eating healthy the number one deterrer was price. Not only is America’s Food 
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Basket overpriced but the quality is very poor and inconsistent, which leaves women no 
other option but to shop outside of their neighborhood.  
 
Price 
As previously discussed, there is an economic unbalance of the wealth in 
Mattapan which regulates one’s ability to eat healthy foods. When it comes to buying 
groceries and food in general there are government assistance programs designed to help 
supplement low income families and aids with purchasing food. In its conception, the 
Food Stamp Program, created in 1939, set out to "formalize food distribution and to 
avoid duplicating efforts by local relief agencies" (fns.usda.gov). In 2008, in order to 
fight stigma, the program changed its name from the Food Stamp Program to the 
Supplemental Nutritional Assistance Program (SNAP). Today SNAP is the largest 
federal assistance program in the country and serves over 45 million Americans. As of 
2011, The American Community Survey calculated that 26.2% of households in 
Mattapan received food stamps/SNAP. “Out of that percentage 49.5% of those 
households were under the state poverty level” (Melnik 2013) Even though there are 
families who receive SNAP benefits the money they receive is not sufficient enough for 
women to nutritiously feed their families. Typically in Boston, a family of  three gets 
around $500 a month, which is roughly $1.77 for each person per meal (Baker 2017). 
Using only food stamps is not nearly enough to feed a whole family, let alone to feed 
them healthy and wholesome foods.  For Sierra, who is a social worker, who currently 
works with women and children that receive SNAP benefits in the Mattapan community, 
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she is able to see firsthand, the difficulty of  mothers trying to eat healthy while on 
SNAP. Sierra describes the major issue that she finds dealing with her client’s and their 
inability to afford healthy foods:  
“Funding…money and not having enough of it is the biggest issue…Then you 
have to think about how much do you get for food stamps, really? I have clients who are 
like I can’t even wipe my butt with food stamps to be honest with you. So, then you’re 
talking about spending. Food is expensive when you’re talking about only getting $200 a 
month for food for four weeks how do you eat? Then you have a whole bunch of people 
not eating also. Moms, parents going to bed hungry because they need to feed their kids.”  
 
SNAP is a beneficial program, and helps to relieve some of the burden for 
families who are struggling, but it is not sufficient enough to provide families the 
financial resources to eat healthy regularly. Instead, they buy canned and frozen foods 
that are high in sodium and calories because those food items tend to last longer than 
fresh foods and are far less expensive. These are not individuals who are sitting at home 
depending on the system, 71.3% of residents in Mattapan work blue collar jobs, while the 
remaining 28.7% percent have white collar jobs (Melnik 2013). Many of the people who 
have SNAP benefits work full time jobs, and yet still cannot afford to eat, let alone eat 
healthy. These people are considered working poor, because their wages are not sufficient 
enough to cover their cost of living.  
Many of the women I talked with were the heads of their household and worked 
multiple jobs, all while trying to provide for their families. Sometimes this meant 
substituting healthy and nutritious foods with more affordable less healthy foods. Living 
in a two family household and providing your family with good and healthy food is 
difficult, but as a single parent it is twice as difficult to carry the financial burden of the 
family on you own. In Mattapan 65% of the households are single family households, of 
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that percentage eighty-one percent of those single family households are female-headed 
(Melnik 2013). For women like Shalom the reality of being food insecure can happen in an 
instance when you are working pay check to pay check. Shalom went from working a 
white-collar job, as a bank teller, supporting herself and her family to being laid off and 
having to depend on food banks and other resources. 
 
“When I first got laid off from the bank, before my unemployment and severance 
payment kicked in…It took like two months for severance pay to kick in. I literally was at 
a different food bank at least like every other day because of the fact that, again, food 
doesn’t last long when you get it so you have to immediately cook it.  I have to say, I had 
to jump from food pantry to food pantry just to make a meal out of whatever. 
At that time, I only had one daughter who’s about her age (pointing at her 
daughter Jenae, who was about 5 or 6 years old) to feed, I had to make her lunch when 
she went to daycare …and I was just like, this just don’t make no sense. I felt like it 
wasn’t going to end because welfare wouldn’t help me because I was getting severance 
payment but it hadn’t kicked in yet and unemployment didn’t kick in yet, because it takes 
forever for it to kick in.  
During that gap, I had food on my shelf from food shopping, but then you know 
it’s just odds and ends. You know? There’s only so many times that you can pull a meal 
out of your behind, out of pasta and corn (laughing).  You know it’s like you can make 
crazy noodles with corn and sauce. We had that one day, it was really like eating 
spaghetti sauce, noodles and corn, but whatever. She ate it, it got me through the night 
for two days.  
Yea but that was a rough time, I was so happy when I got something coming in to 
put food back in my house.” (Shalom) 
 
 
According to the 2017 United States Department of Agriculture’s (USDA) Report 
on Household Food Insecurity Hispanic and African American households were 18 and 
22 percent food insecure, respectively, while White non-Hispanic households on average 
were 11% food insecure (Coleman-Jensen 2018). The struggle of being in a financial 
hardship and trying to provide a healthy meal, especially when you are dependent upon 
food pantries and other insufficient funds of SNAP is extremely difficult. Shalom has 
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been able to get back on her feet and find a job but she does not make as much money as 
she once made, therefore she still has to rely on SNAP to supplement her grocery 
expenses. When we continued to talk about how expensive food is in Shalom 
continuously found that America’s Food Basket was way too expensive to afford to shop 
there regularly, even while receiving SNAP benefits.  
 
“If you have stamps them vegetables, those fruits in there are STILL expensive it 
makes no sense! 
I got some cherries the other day $3.49 a pound those better be the best cherries I 
ever had in my life for $3.49 a pound. These things better squirt gold when I bite into 
them…And that’s the way it is in low income areas in grocery stores. 
But if you have the money to go get something out of there, Okay fine… but if you 
don’t have the money… you have to go down and walk to Price Right or take the bus 
down, because a $2 loaf of bread at AFB is 99 cents at Price Right give or take, and 
those dollars add up when your struggling.” (Shalom)  
 
Mattapan only has one insufficient grocery store.  Shalom is forced to shop 
outside of her neighborhood in order to save money and find quality food that will last for 
her family. This itself is difficult, but when you add on the lack of transportation and the 
need to transport large amounts of groceries, a simple task easily becomes a daunting 
one. Shalom shops for groceries once a month, and loads up on foods that will last 
throughout the month as well as fill her two young girls. She only shops once a month, 
because she has to walk to Price Right, which is a journey. To take multiple voyages to 
the groceries per month is not realistic for Shalom.  She has a full time job and has two 
children she is raising by herself, she is also the primary caregiver for her mother, and 
therefore has little time to grocery shop. Because AFB is so expensive she shops at Price 
Right on foot. Her eldest daughter accompanies her to the grocery store, they have to 
walk there, which Shalom has told me can take 45 minutes to an hour each way, in the 
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hot sun or the bitter cold of New England winter’s. A conversation between Shalom and I 
then ensued:  
 
Me: So where do you get groceries from? 
 
Shalom: At Price Right in Hyde park on river street. 
 
Me: Why is that? 
 
Shalom: The Price! 
 
Me: So is Price Right further than AFB? 
 
Shalom: YEA! Oh Yea! I go out of my way to Price right, if I was taking the bus, It’s 
about…about 5 stops down . But I have to walk up that hill with all that sun because I 
push that shopping cart and I have two of them actually. 
 
Me: You push them at the same time? 
 
Shalom: No! God NO! I I make the oldest one do the other one … them carts be 
loaded coming back ...loaded… no one can say I don’t feed my children or my children 
are hungry. I will be damned if someone says that, after I done pushed this heavy cart up 
this hill, and try to hold it back down the hill. 
I will go and spend like $300 because I can only go one time. I’ll have like 6-7 
loafs of bread… 
I’m that person with two shopping carts full of groceries because I ain’t coming 
back. I got a deep freezer I don’t need to come back. I do go out of my way to do it. 
Sometimes it takes me 45 minutes to an hour to walk there each way but the price 
is so much better. It’s cheaper, and now they started taking coupons and they have their 
own coupons, it’s even cheaper. 
 
In the previous chapter, Shalom spoke about trying to eat healthier, cutting certain 
meats out of her diet and changing her lifestyle after her mother was diagnosed with type 
2 diabetes. Maintaining her own weight and the weight of her children has been made 
especially difficult simple by living in Mattapan. Throughout our interview she 
continuously reiterated the fact that she wants and actively tries to be eat nutritious and 
healthy food but often times those fruits and vegetables she purchases at local stores go 
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bad so quickly. When you have to account for every penny that you have, you cannot just 
throw out food and purchase more. Shalom is often left to cook with frozen vegetables as 
opposed to fresh. Even though that is not what she prefers, those are the foods she has to 
purchase. Stocking up on foods that are not necessarily healthy is a forced decision for 
many women in the neighborhood and many people that I interviewed. Several women 
echoed Sholom’s same concerns about money and feeling like the decision concerning 
what foods to eat has already been made for them. They do not want to shop at AFB but 
they cannot afford to purchase foods that are of higher quality.  
The idea of cooking a meal every night is unrealistic for many. Making sure that 
the foods one purchases are not only reasonable but are fresh and sustainable is 
absolutely imperative for women in Mattapan.  Women trying to provide for their 
families, who have limited resources are truly forced to travel further to acquire more 
affordable foods. Mattapan is completely deprived of affordable and healthy food options 
as Nina pointed out,  
“ But we don’t have a choice. It’s cheap and they’re on a tight budget so they will go 
for it and they realize it’s not healthy, but that’s what they are surrounded by. Fast food, 
junk food, it’s in their budget, their on a budget so what can you do?” 
 
Quality 
 
The second most prominent factor that determines where women conduct their 
grocery shopping is the quality of produce. Every woman interviewed who could afford 
to travel elsewhere did so specifically to purchase fresh foods that were of a higher 
quality than what was available in AFB. What can you do when your neighborhood does 
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not even have a full-service grocery store, that provides quality food for a reasonable 
price?  You are forced to leave the community and shop elsewhere. Traveling outside of 
one’s neighborhood just to get groceries is an enormous inconvenience for women. I was 
surprised to learn that the women who are specifically concerned with quality regularly 
shop at a multitude of stores in order to get the best price and quality.  Every 
neighborhood should have the convenience of having access to healthy and affordable 
food options. In Mattapan, as a built site of scarcity those options are limited if present at 
all. In order to purchase quality food women who have vehicles, and can afford to shop 
outside of Mattapan can and do.  
 
So, while I appreciate having at least a partial grocery store in the Mattapan 
community it doesn’t have the quality of produce that I am looking for. It doesn’t have 
the variety of the other grocery products that I am usually looking for and by no fault of 
the manager of the store but the investment in maintaining the building has been 
insufficient so there’s an issue of cleanliness. There’s issues of the physical state of the 
building that are turn offs, I think for many who feel like we deserve a clean, efficient and 
well maintained structure, building for holding the foods that we are bound to consume. 
(Alice)  
 
The point is clear. People in Mattapan and in every neighborhood across the 
country deserve and should have fundamental rights which allow them to access healthy 
and nutritious food. The buildings that hold those foods should also have  proper working 
machinery. The fact that these communities of color do not have access is a structural 
barrier that makes accessing food extremely difficult.  
I am going to begrudgingly say this, because I hate…there is shame in this 
because these are not Black owned businesses. Make sure you put that on the record 
because there is shame in this…That I have to give my coins to the white man, but my son 
has eleven listed allergies and he has 9 doctors. So, we have to do what we have to do.  
I visit, Whole foods in Dedham and JP, Brookline for Trader Joes. We shop at 
Market Basket in Brockton or Chelsea. And if you know location wise, you know none of 
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this is even near my community. These are like maybe 25 minutes outside my home base. 
Because my community doesn’t have what my son needs this is what I have to do.  
So a typical grocery store run looks like me going to five different groceries, 
because I am also on a budget. I have to go to BJ’s, Costco, Whole food, Market Basket, 
Trader Joes, Big Y, these are places that are not in my neighborhood, that’s why I am 
telling you. There is a BIG Y in Winthrop and I have to go all the way to Winthrop 
sometimes to go get his food.  Sometimes I go to the chestnut hill area to Hannaford’s as 
well. (Sierra) 
 
Women must go out of their way to purchase foods that are of quality.  Women 
want to invest in their community and purchase groceries inside their own neighborhood, 
not only does it support the community and circulate the wealth within their community, 
but it is a convenience that they deserve and should be afforded to them.  Sierra 
particularly conscious about where she spends her money and prefers to support 
businesses in her community. What she found by trying to support her community is that 
there was such a lack of access that she could not even purchase the most basic items for 
her family. Secondly, she ended up spending much more money when she shopped in the 
Mattapan neighborhood. 
 
I am always skeptical about telling people I go outside of my community to go 
grocery shopping because I am someone who is really into the local stuff. So, it’s always 
a challenge. Ask my son and my husband we go through this all the time. One month I 
will literally shut down our spending and we will only shop locally, so the month of July I 
only shopped local. I did this experiment could I, we tracked it for four weeks we wrote 
down in a journal and what I got out of that is I can’t by local. I spent 256 dollars more 
monthly buying local and I didn’t get more food, first of all and second of all I like… it 
was hard for me. We spent a whole bunch of money that month of July trying to do just 
local stuff. I also got food poisoning twice that month, shopping locally. It could have 
been the Swiss Chard because that was bought locally. (Sierra)  
 
 
 These sentiments of inconvenience and injustice illuminated through each 
interview. Not only is it inconvenient and unethical for a neighborhood not to have any 
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full-service grocery store, it affects how one views their environment. For Jillian, who 
grew up in Mattapan, her childhood experiences of  traveling outside of the neighborhood 
spending an entire day, purchasing groceries from various of stores, that literally took a 
whole weekend to complete. Many of Jillian’s Saturdays consisted of traveling  to other 
neighborhoods in Boston in order to  buy foods that were not only nutritious but 
affordable. That again, meant traveling to a variety of stores outside of Mattapan. Jillian 
explains the difficulty of grocery shopping:  
 
Jillian: We used to go to Star Market there used to be one on River Street and that’s 
where we did most of our grocery shopping, actually. And that one closed down. My mom 
would also go around to the Star Market in Brookline, she liked that one a lot. Sometimes 
she went to…it was called like Bread and Circus or something, and that was kind of like 
a Whole Foods type thing and that was only for special foods, and then there was a local 
small place where she would get fish and that was in Mattapan. So, it was like a lot of 
bouncing around to a lot of different places.  mostly outside of the neighborhood which is 
really unfortunate.  
 
Me: So you went to these places not for convenience but the quality?  
 
Jillian: Exactly yeah. Which is really a shame and really shaped how I saw Mattapan 
growing up. As an adult thinking about where I wanted to live…I didn’t want to live in 
Mattapan because I knew that it would mean I would need always be traveling outside of 
the neighborhood to get what I needed and that’s not what I wanted in the place that I was 
looking for. Because that was the case, not just for the grocery stores but for like anything 
else we needed, we would have to leave Mattapan. Which would mean like a day of errands 
with mom so that we could get all of the things that we needed, and that’s not what I wanted, 
because it’s inconvenient there is no room for fun or going out, if your spending like half 
the day getting groceries.   
 
People like Jillian who love the community they grew up with and are still actively 
involved in many aspects of the community, are forced to move elsewhere if they 
imagine any possibility of having convenient access to nutritious and affordable foods. In 
order to purchase food within the Mattapan border one most sacrifice, quality and 
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additionally pay significantly more for the same foods that are usually of better quality in 
more affluent neighborhoods in Boston. For anyone who wants to eat healthy, 
nutritiously and affordably must leave the neighborhood in order to indulge in any of 
these types’ foods. The fact that one cannot easily access healthy food is a constant 
obstacle that women in Mattapan must navigate. This obstacle is further complicated 
when you add on the burden of working with a limited budget.   
 
The Cornerstone to Chronic Disease Pipeline 
 
Outside of the lack of spaces to purchase healthy and nutritious foods, we must 
now turn our attention to the places that fill the void of healthy and nutritious foods in 
Mattapan.  Those spaces are convenience stores, fast food restaurants and other unhealthy 
alternatives. Mattapan is consumed by fast food restaurants and convenience stores 
located on every corner. The community does not lack food but lacks healthy food as 
Jillian explains, “There is food, there are a whole bunch of restaurants around here, just 
not healthy options. The healthy choice isn’t the easy choice in Mattapan, anywhere in 
Mattapan, and we're talking about a sizable neighborhood and there’s not really a good 
healthy option anywhere.” Traveling 25 to 30 minutes outside of your neighborhood in 
order to access healthy food is not even a plausible for many in Mattapan. What is 
plausible and what often happens is people begin to rely on these fast food sources, 
because they are what is convenient. The neighborhood is overwhelmed with these 
unhealthy options and for women who work long hours or even several jobs, picking 
Burger King and McDonalds slowly becomes a habits, it is convenient, it is cheap and it 
is already prepared. The environment reinforces these unhealthy options as well 
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generating a habitus bombarded with unhealthy options that are constantly being 
advertised in the communities. As Jillian observed growing up in the neighborhood, “The 
fast food is around us all the time and that’s what we grew up eating, it’s just easier, and 
quicker and like the first thing that comes to your mind when you need to feed your 
family right quick.” 
 Yes, the women in Mattapan are free acting individuals in theory, but the more 
data I collected and observed, the more I realized women in Mattapan have very little 
agency over what foods they purchase. In many ways the physical neighborhood 
constricts the ability of one to truly have a choice. The women in Mattapan are free to 
choose from a plethora of unhealthy choices, but what are they actually choosing? The 
choices are essentially, hypertension, obesity, and type 2 diabetes; and is that really a 
choice? There is such a limited selection healthy foods options  in the community. Not 
only are there a surplus of fast food restaurants, but even the dine in restaurants serve 
fried foods with huge portions. Many times, people will choose these options because it is 
a somewhat healthier alternative, relatively speaking, but it is still unhealthy. Shalom 
spoke about the lack of options that are available to community members who are trying 
to eat healthy:  
 
There is no healthy food options in Mattapan even the farmers market truck, 
Fresh Truck, it’s as truck that has all these vegetables on it and you can use your EBT 
card. It  does not stop in Mattapan. It stops in Franklin Field. It stops in Hyde Park, it 
does not stop in Mattapan. It’s in Roxbury, Jamaica Plain, not in Mattapan. There is no 
healthy food. At least in Hyde Park they have a D’Angelo’s, they have a Subway, you go 
down Dudley they have all these different options of healthier foods.  You come to 
Mattapan you have Burger King, the Sub Shop, yea you have Right  Taste which is food 
that they cook but they cook with a lot of seasoning salt and things like that, then you 
have Golden Krust which is a chain, they cook with the recipes and your like that’s full of 
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salt too. It’s like I can’t go get a salad (laughing). If I wanted a salad bowl or something 
like that, the sub shop sells salads but it’s not a healthy one, because it has iceberg 
lettuce you get like one tomato, one pepper and a whole lot of cheese, and all that white 
lettuce and that’s not going to do anything for you.” (Shalom)  
 
 During Shalom’s interview I was really interested in the Fresh Truck, I had never 
heard of it. What I found out is that the Fresh Truck is a mobile food truck that is working 
to “radically impact community health…by getting fresh food to people that need it 
most.” They have an incredible concept, where they provide culturally relevant foods, 
convenient access, and purchasing power of individuals. The Fresh Truck comes into the 
various neighborhoods across the Boston area on a weekly basis to provide 
neighborhoods with low access  to fresh affordable food  access. The Fresh Truck serves 
various areas including Roslindale, South Boston, Roxbury, Dorchester and many other 
underserved communities, but it does not stop in Mattapan. It would seem that Mattapan 
Square would be a prime location for the Fresh Truck to serve. They are community, 
desperately in need of resources like Fresh Truck which offers year-round services and 
conveniently locates itself in central areas. Even the resources that are meant to help 
those most in need fail to provide Mattapan with its services. These are vital resources for 
a community that lacks as much as Mattapan. These resources do not replace grocery 
stores but they do help to cushion the burden that the community faces. The Mattapan 
community is fed up with the lack of access to healthy foods. They are tired of not having 
the basic resources that White neighborhoods have been afforded. Other neighborhoods 
have unrestricted access to food sources whether it be grocery stores or prepared food. As 
Jillian explains in areas like Cambridge and Brookline, whose population is close to 67 
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percent and 71 percent white, respectively have an abundance of food resources. She 
stated:  
 
“It’s really unfortunate, how tough it is to go and get quality, healthy foods and it’s 
really a shame that you just can’t get up and walk to your nearest store and get 
something that’s wholesome and hearty, and healthy.  
I lived in Somerville for a little while, which is very close to Cambridge and there 
were so many options like within a half of a mile, so it was like 10 minutes walking from 
where I lived to get healthy, good food. There was a Star Market which is not my first go 
to, then there was Market Basket which is even better, Whole Foods, and then even other 
spaces like the farmers market. Like everything was right there, and that is the case 
regardless of where you lived in Somerville and same with Cambridge. 
 We don’t have that, we are not afforded those same luxuries in Mattapan, which 
is really unfortunate and does a disservice to people who live in Mattapan because it 
makes it easier to just go to the place that’s right down the street that’s serving the fried 
chicken. 
 So often we put the burden on the individuals; “Oh, it’s their problem because 
they were the ones who choose to eat that that fried chicken instead of the salad or 
whatever.” 
 But when the fried chicken is right there and the salads are not, then of course. If 
you looking for something locally in your neighborhood to eat and maybe you don’t have 
a car, maybe it takes 40 minutes on the bus to get to the nearest grocery store then you 
know you can’t really blame them.”  
 
The disparities that exist regarding the presence of fast food in low-income 
communities have been studied and acknowledge that “predominantly black 
neighborhoods have 2.4 fast-food restaurants per square mile compared to 1.5 restaurants 
in predominantly white neighborhoods (Block et al).” Another study found that there 
were three times fewer places to consume alcoholic beverages in the wealthiest 
neighborhoods compared to the poorest neighborhoods. Similarly,  a co-variate analysis 
of supermarkets, income, and race  conducted by Moreland et.al found that there were 4 
times more supermarkets located in white neighborhoods compared to black 
neighborhoods (Moreland et. al 2002). It is generally understood that many times larger 
 96 
supermarkets are indicative of more nutritious options, a wider selection of products and 
overall better-stocked options. The evidence of inequities that exist is prominent. Not 
only do black communities have fewer options, on average groceries in low-income 
communities of color have, less fresh produce, higher priced foods, and more processed 
foods. It is not a coincident that Black women on average are twice as likely to develop 
diabetes and have the highest rates of being overweight or obese compared to any other 
groups in the U.S.  To put this data in perspective, 9.9 out of every 100 Black women are 
diagnosed with diabetes and four out of every five African American women are 
overweight or obese. The community is the vehicle which fosters one’s inability to eat 
healthy. “I’ll say one there’s no healthy options for anything, we have more corner stores 
and bodegas that sale junk food and that’s the first thing you see when you walk into 
these stores. The chips, the cupcakes, the ice cream, the sugary soda, when you walk to 
the juice container [refrigerator] to get some water, what do you see first? Pepsi, 
Arizona’s so they’re not going to walk all the way back there to the end to get water. And 
it’s so tempting, its 99 cents for the sugary drink and the water is $2.50, you’re going to 
go for the 99-cent drink. And that contributes to it. We go by what’s offered us and what 
we see. And when you want to do a quick stop and you have your kids with you, the next 
thing you know it’s, oh let me pick this up for me, then the next thing you know you got 
diabetes” (Shalom). 
Restaurants that serve healthy foods, that are affordable are not available in 
Mattapan. The food sources that are available become the spaces where women end up 
eating and grabbing quick bites. They want to eat and be healthy but the neighborhood 
 97 
literally does not allow the community to be healthy. As Nina so bluntly stated, “They are 
trying to kill us, with that Burger king and McDonalds. All that food we don’t need.” It is 
quite easy to fall into the overwhelming trap of picking up unhealthy foods, when you are 
constantly surrounded by an unhealthy environment. During the summer, when I worked 
at the Farmers Market I often found myself at Dunkin' Donuts on Saturday mornings 
buying an iced coffee and a donuts. Something that was way out of the norm for me. 
Prior to working in the Mattapan community I could count on one hand the amount of 
times I had been to Dunkin Donuts. Within a month I had already gone to Dunkin Donuts 
more than I had previously going in my 23 years of life. I typically did not get home until 
late in the evenings on Fridays, because I was at classes and also worked. I would then  
wake up around 6:30 AM on a Saturday in order to get to the farmers market and help set 
up tables, tents and chairs. To get to Mattapan I had to drive through Dorchester on Blue 
Hill Ave., a major street in Boston, lined with all kinds of convenience stores, and 
restaurants. There was not one place that I could stop to pick up a quick and healthy 
breakfast snack. I would get to the park help set-up and literally just walk to end of the 
street and grab something to eat from Dunkin, and return to the farmers market. Again, it 
was not that I loved donuts and coffee but I was confined to that specific location.  My 
options that were within walking distance were Burger King, which was directly across 
the street, Dunkin Donuts which a three minute walk, AFB,  or convenience stores. Once 
again, I was picking between the healthiest unhealthy options.  
 I don’t have children or a family that I am responsible for at this point in my life 
and yet I still found it incredible difficult to eat healthy while in Mattapan. This pattern of 
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eating unhealthy continued after the market as well.  Around 1:00 PM when the farmers 
market ended I would resort to grabbing  Wendy’s for lunch. It was inexpensive and with 
deals like the 4 for 4 you get an enormous amount of food for the price. I could have gone 
to the grocery store and went home to prepare something for lunch when the market was 
over, but going to the grocery store then going back home to Roxbury would have been at 
least an additional two hours that I had not eaten. These are not foods that I typically ate, 
and I honestly I did not realize how much I was eating at fast food restaurants until I was 
cleaning my wallet and tons of receipts  from all of these places fell out. It was difficult 
for me balancing work, graduate school, internship, and trying to be healthy while in 
Mattapan. Adding the responsibility of caring for others and children and managing the 
amount of unhealthy food that you are feeding them is an overwhelming task. I saw first-
hand my diet drastically change while I was working in Mattapan. I was confined to very 
limited options, none of which healthy.  
 
The Cyclic Cycle 
In addition to the surplus of fast food restaurants and no full-service grocery store, 
Mattapan is also overwhelmed by cornerstones literally and a plethora of other barriers 
that make accessing healthy foods challenging. As observed by Alice, “We do have a 
quite a few convenience stores and that is what people over here rely on because there 
isn’t a full service grocery store and there’s quite a few fast food places that people also 
tend to over rely on because you can’t go into the neighborhood, Whole Foods and use 
their salad bar and create a healthy lunch for yourself, but you can go to a Burger King 
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instead.” As a site of scarcity, the environment lacks elements that improve one’s chances 
of being able to live a productive life. The environment is host to various barriers that 
make it exceptionally difficult to be healthy and live a healthy lifestyle. These barriers are 
constantly acting on individuals in Mattapan. In this final section we will briefly discuss 
the ways that these structural barriers further perpetuate the cycle of inequity and 
structural violence.  
Transportation 
Poor access to transportation has been a point of contention in Mattapan for 
decades. When Blacks began to move into the Mattapan area their means of public 
transportation were limited to a few options of mass transit. In the 1980’s the 
Massachusetts Bay Transportation Authority (MBTA) opened  the Fairmount commuter 
rail which ran from South Station, a major transportation hub in downtown Boston, all 
the way to the Readville Station located in Hyde Park. This particular line passed through 
Mattapan but did not stop in Mattapan. This has caused outrage in the community, 
because Mattapan citizens were suffering the noise pollution from the train but received 
no benefits the Fairmount Line being in their community.  Between 2012 and 2013 the 
Fairmount added three more stops onto their route which were all located in the 
Dorchester area.  It was not until February 2019 that the station finally opened in 
Mattapan. 
 During the time I conducted my research the Mattapan stop on the Fairmount 
Line had not yet opened. At that time the main transportation hub that people used to get 
to and from their destinations was the bus, which many found to be inconvenient, slow, 
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and often behind schedule. As Sierra noted while discussing the difficulties that residents 
must overcome to purchase healthy foods, “As for the typical family in Mattapan or Hyde 
Park their barriers are access to ttransportation, that’s huge.” In Mattapan it is hard to 
depend on the bus to get you to your destination especially when that destination lies 
outside of Mattapan itself. As I experienced myself, commuting by bus to and from 
Mattapan is an exacerbating process. There is such limited amount of buses that actually 
travel into Mattapan. The number 28 bus, one of the most frequently used buses for 
Mattapan residents stops so often that it takes a substantial amount of time for people to 
reach their destination.   
There is also the Mattapan trolley which has a very limited destination. The 
trolley itself is outdated and in need or serious renovation. If Mattapan had a more 
reliable transportation it would provide the community with better access to the larger 
Boston area, which would not only foster a sense of connectedness among other 
communities and Mattapan, but it would additionally help the members in the community 
to more easily access healthier foods outside their community. More efficient 
transportation could also open up the possibility for those in Mattapan to  access better 
jobs. Transportation is key to getting a round in a highly populated metropolitan area like 
Boston, having reliable and convenient access to transportation opens a world of 
possibilities. As of now the transportation is minimal in Mattapan, because it is so 
undependable, it can make grocery shopping even more inconvenient.  As Nina stated 
during her interview, “They make it inconvenient for us,  so whatever we find around here 
we end up eating.” A large portion of the women that I interviewed in Mattapan 
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identified with having to deal with transportation barriers. The transportation options are 
so inconsistent and can take a huge portion of time.  The majority of women do not have 
the flexibility in their schedule to wait on the bus that may or may not be on time, then 
travel 20 minutes to the nearest grocery store and then repeat that same process all over 
again.  
 Not having quality transportation pushes individuals in the community to rely on 
alternative sources to purchase food. These alternative sources in Mattapan take the form 
of convenience stores which have higher prices than most grocery stores and have far 
fewer fresh options. Poor transportation compounded with a lack of time and lack of 
access in the neighborhood to a full-service grocery store pushes individuals to 
continuously engage in this cyclic cycle of eating unhealthy foods.  Alice explains how 
these issues compound to force individuals to become dependent on convenient stores as 
a main source to purchase food, “What it means is that for people who are consciously 
trying to eat healthier foods, they both spend more time and more money trying to access 
those things. Meaning they often have to leave the community to purchase healthier foods, 
therefore they have a higher cost to purchase those foods when you add in transportation 
and other things related to not being able to easily access them. The inequity impacts the 
larger health of the entire community so that more people have less healthy diets because 
they can’t afford to go beyond their neighborhood to obtain the foods that they need. 
Member of the community purchase more foods at convenient stores which is another 
inflator of cost because those foods cost more because they're small business and 
therefore to make ends meet they charge higher prices for foods that are lower quality. 
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They tend to have fewer fresh foods available because they don’t have the resources to 
constantly upgrade the fresh foods in the store so they rely more on canned, and other 
packaged foods that utilize chemicals and other things to extend shelf life. So, the impact 
is on everyone, if the community overall has poorer health that impacts the life of 
everyone, then again, for those who have the knowledge base and try to live their life 
differently or have the financial resources, they have to utilize those resources outside the 
community and bring them back in.” 
We Ain’t Got Time- The Effects Time Poverty and Economic Inequality 
 
A reoccurring theme throughout my interviews is that women do not have the 
time to cook healthy and nutritious. Not only do Black women have to travel outside of 
their community in order to access healthy foods, and wait for unreliable transportation to 
do so, but when you add in the fact that women make up almost half of the workforce, 
and nationally women of color earn 26% less than white men. If we take a closer look at 
the pay inequity in Boston we see that Black women make $30,577 less than men on 
average and only earn 57 cents for every dollar white males earn. The economic 
inequality among Black women means that women must spend more of their time 
working to make up for that gap that exists. Black women nearly work twice as much 
leaving  no extra time to travel to the grocery store and cook a meal at home. During our 
interview Jillian, spoke about the difficulties that her mother faced as her sister and her 
became older and where involved in more activities. Trying to be there for her daughters’ 
while working a full-time job with long hours.  
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“I think time was a big one. Especially as we got older; me and my sister started 
doing sports and having  different evening  activities and  one of us would need to get 
picked up here and the other one need to get picked up over there.  And the other one had 
a paper due, you know, all the stuff that just comes with being a high schooler, bit it kind 
got in the way I think of like having time to sit down and cook a meal, a good meal, that’s 
when we started doing a lot more take-out and delivery, stuff like that.” 
 
Physically being there for your children’s activities while also trying to purchase 
and prepare food was a difficult task.  When you consider the fact that your neighborhood 
makes it inconvenient to purchase healthy foods the outcome of not having this access 
often resulted in families transitioning from home cooked meals to quick unhealthy 
meals.  Time and the environment simply did not permit mothers the ability to 
accomplish all of daily responsibilities and still prepare home cooked meals. “There’s a 
lot of things tied into that, a lot of that is this  food access piece that we have been talking 
about.  I think some of it is that Black women often don’t care for themselves in the way 
that they should because they are often caring about their families and taking care of 
mom and dad and the kids and their partners so their often not taking care of themselves 
the way that they should. They may not be taking care of themselves and going to the 
doctor and eating what they need to eat, and exercising and they just don’t have the time 
for that. Which is also tied to mass incarceration of black men that were in jail because 
of the war on drugs, because of the way that affected Black men so they’re in jail and 
women were left to take just take care of everybody and that puts a burden on them, and 
health is the first to go (Jillian).”  
This concept of having limited time to engage in activities outside of work is known 
as time poverty. Time poverty is generally defined as individuals who have insufficient 
time for rest and leisure, after time spent working, paid or unpaid, is considered (Vickery, 
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1977). Time is a limited resource, therefore the more time one spends working in paid or 
unpaid work-related activities means less leisure time, and therefore higher “time 
poverty.” It is important to note here that unpaid work includes activities such as 
domestic work in one’s home like cooking, cleaning, and caring for children. It is 
estimated that women on average spend an extra 4.5 hours a day doing unpaid work, 
which is double the time that men spend doing unpaid work. The fact that women are 
often, expected to care for not only their immediate families but are additionally 
responsible for caring for extended family members as well, places an extraordinary 
amount of pressure on them, to work in order to provide for everyone. Many Black 
women have an unimaginable responsibility to uphold while working twice as hard to 
make half of the money that their White male counterparts make financially. Women 
often sacrifice themselves and their health in order to provide for their loved ones.  
In an interview, I asked Sierra why she believed that Black and Hispanic women are 
affected by type 2 diabetes at twice the rate of white women. She responded, quite 
matter-of-factly, “Because we saving the whole world that’s why, it stressful, we don’t 
have time to be healthy. We don’t have time to eat, we don’t have time to even eat the 
right shit…that’s why! We are too busy trying to hold it down, on all types of platforms 
and different spaces and when you’re holding the world on your back doing a million 
different things you don’t have time to sit down and have a healthy meal and exercise. 
That in itself is a privilege. People who can do that, that is privilege. When you talk about 
communities that don’t have that privilege,  you see a lot of women or just families dying 
at a higher rate. We ain’t got time to be healthy!” Which sucks because we don’t have 
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time to be healthy and we don’t have time to die, because we can’t do that, we are 
running our families, we are the glue to our family so…we just run around like 
stressed…Black women, who are angry and got health problems.” 
 At this point, Nina joined in on the conversation, “That’s right, the Black woman is 
too busy worried about her family she don’t see herself. Self-care? We don’t have self-
care in the Black community. Our self-care is to make sure everyone else is okay and that 
everyone does not go to bed with an empty stomach, while we are the ones going to sleep 
with an empty stomach.”  
A conversation then ensued with both of these women. I then asked them, “do you 
think because Black women have so many responsibilities and barriers in various aspects 
of their lives, it contributes to a lack of  healthiness? She then proceeded, “yea, so you 
asked me what I wanted for my son as far as healthiness, but didn’t ask me what I wanted 
health wise for myself. So how can I, when I’m trying to worry about him being healthy 
and getting good food, making sure his education is up to par, and he’s going to his nine 
doctors... I’m trying to manage… I have a husband, who is also legally blind...you 
know…I am trying to provide for everyone else and I would like to say, I’m of privilege, 
which disgust me! I have a hard time, and I have a little bit more than most of my 
neighbors, so if I can’t do it I’m for damn sure fighting for them to do it. They don’t have 
the resources that they need…and I don’t either, and I have two degrees! How do we 
expect that our community to get up out of this, like… I’m going to call it… funkiness of 
not having enough and not having what we need. We are not provided with any tools.  
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So, you have people like me and Shalom who are trying to really give back to our 
communities but we don’t have time to take care of ourselves. I’m going to be real with 
you, there are some days that I don’t eat lunch or dinner, it’s not that I don’t have the 
money, it’s not that I don’t have the food. I don’t have the time.”   
Nina chimed in “TIME! That's right, we don’t have the TIME!” Laughing, Sierra 
went on, “How many times have I changed my doctors’ appointments, just because I’m 
running around, doing something for the community…A million times, I have done it a 
million times. I’ve done it like countless times. I am so busy trying to make sure that my 
family and community are doing well and thriving, that I don’t have time, to really check 
to make sure that I am doing well and thriving.”  
These sacrifices that women make on a daily basis are extensive and include, missing 
doctors’ appointments, going to bed hungry in order to feed their families, spending more 
hours away from their family because they are working twice as hard for less pay, 
sacrificing time waiting on transportation to go outside of their community to purchase 
food. More than anything women sacrifice themselves in order to keep going for others. 
The list is all-encompassing, when considering the sacrifices Black women make every 
day and the choices they have to make in order to keep their families running. I think it is 
important to reiterate that women in Mattapan do not set out to feed their families 
unhealthy foods but the circumstances of their environment force them to eat what is 
available. They are constantly hurdling the various barriers in their community which 
make unhealthy foods seem like the only option.  
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The Environment - Space and Community 
 
In this section we will talk about the ways that the environment acts as a barrier 
for the women in Mattapan. These barriers are not only physical in nature, meaning a 
lack of green space, but the environment of Mattapan and the way the neighborhood is 
perceived is a barrier, which prevents resources from coming into the community. These 
perceptions keep establishments like Trader Joes from feeling the need to invest in 
neighborhoods like Mattapan. When considering the physical space Mattapan has various 
wooded areas, small playgrounds and various water sources, like the Neponset River. 
Aside from these few places Mattapan has very little usable green space and has a 
severely underfunded infrastructure. Walking paths and properly paved sidewalks are not 
consistent throughout the neighborhood. Additionally, there are only a few parks that are 
well maintained and usable for the community. One of the most central  green spaces in 
Mattapan is owned by the city of Boston, and they do not maintain the space as they 
should. This space holds a playground as well as the community garden. During my time 
working with the MFFC, the playground had a broken gate which multiple people 
reported that they had reached out to the city to fix.  Community members had  been 
requesting maintenance for over  a year before anyone came out to fix the gate. The 
major concern was that this was a playground where many young children would go to 
play and the playground itself sits on a busy street, making it dangerous, for children to 
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play. These constant struggles for the Mattapan community to hold the city accountable 
for up keeping the spaces that they own, to insure the safety of the young children were 
constantly happening throughout my time working with the MFFC.  
I think that the impact of race and racism both…because the economics that often 
play a role in peoples food choices, the limited investment in the infrastructure in our 
community compared to others. Such that we haven’t had the investment in parks and 
green spaces and upkeep of sidewalks that would make it easier for people to walk and 
get more regular physical activity.-(Alice)  
 
As Alice explained the fact that these spaces are limited or non existent increases 
the challenges and forces for one to yet again, travel outside of their communities to 
access these spaces. If women are already time poor, and have only a couple hours at 
most to themselves and they have to also travel outside their neighborhood to access a 
space in order to exercise it makes, exercising even if it is just walking, unrealistic. Even 
on the weekends having to go out of your way in order to access these spaces is 
inconvenient and discouraging to people who are trying to consciously engage in physical 
activity. In her interview Shalom spoke about trying to lose weight and the difficulty of 
trying to lose weight when you have no place that you can exercise near you.  
Shalom: Basically, we don’t have a lot of spaces like this, (referring to the park that 
we were meeting at) there’s not a place like this on my side.  
 
Me: Like green space? 
 
Shalom: Right! Green space to come do walking, to come do cardio. They got a 
soccer field, a tennis court and, they got a basketball court and a football field. This is 
nowhere near me. This is nowhere near me! I’m on the other end of Mattapan, there’s no 
green space near me to do any exercise. Yeah, people can walk around the block, and 
this and that. Alright. Most of these streets in Mattapan are dead ends so where am I 
going to be walking?  
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Shalom continuously spoke about a lack of space in Mattapan to engage in 
physical exercise. She wanted space where her daughter could play while, she walked 
around and exercised. There are no parks anywhere near her home where she can do that. 
The community wants spaces where they can engage in physical activity and bring their 
families along as well. Places like these are sparsely spread throughout the Mattapan 
community and many of them are not well kept. The women I interviewed made it very 
clear that these spaces would benefit the Mattapan community in a multitude of different 
ways. Women like Nina are tired of hearing the excuses and just want spaces that their 
families can enjoy together. “It could be greener, but they claim the community doesn’t 
have enough money, enough funds, why is that?  When we pay taxes like everyone else. 
We are not getting funds, other communities get more funds than certain communities 
why is that? There should be a total for every community.” 
Aside from green space, there are housing conditions to consider. Factors such as 
cost of living and slumlords which is a constant battle in Mattapan, especially now, 
considering the new developments that the neighborhood is currently undergoing. New 
apartment complexes are being built and outsiders are buying up property to sale to an 
emerging population of white professionals, that want to move closer to the city from the 
suburbs. These shifting demographics are creating even worse living conditions for 
people who cannot afford to leave their current residence. I had many conversations with 
women in Mattapan about their living situation, and how poor conditions can constrain 
ones ability to eat healthy. One the most prominent stories is Shelia’s story. Her landlord 
was trying to raise the rent drastically, with only a short week’s notice, in an effort to 
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evict the tenants of the apartment and sell it to investors who are trying to buy property in 
Mattapan. Most of the tenants in the building could not afford these increased prices. 
Shelia being one of them, told me stories of how her landlord was intentionally being a 
slumlord in order to force people to move out so they could raise the price and cater to 
the new population. Not only did the landlord refuse to fix any of the problems in the 
building, he refused the payments that Shelia and her husband were sending in for rent 
every month.  
The front door to the building broke leaving no other ability for the tenants to lock 
the main door. As a result, addicts and various homeless people who did not live in the 
building began to congregate in the basement of the building where the laundry room 
was. Shelia told me countless stories of how she no longer was able to wash her clothes 
in the building because it was so dangerous, she had to go to the laundromat instead. Her 
home had become dangerous overnight all because her landlord refused to fix any 
problems that arose in her apartment. Shelia’s living conditions became so bad that she 
had to get a lawyer and sue her landlord and the apartment owner. The presence of 
slumlords tactics to get rid of tenants is occurring throughout Mattapan. Many of the 
landlords engaged in these tactics because they view Mattapan as a vulnerable 
community with little options. They know that the people will either endure poor living 
conditions or be forced to move elsewhere in Mattapan and repeat the same cycle. Sierra 
spoke of these injustices that occur across the Mattapan border, “you don’t have anything 
for them in this neighborhood, you don’t have housing. That housing development, 
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(pointing behind her, to the housing development behind where we were sitting) that is 
what we have.”  
 The building that she pointed to was old and run down and truthfully in all the 
times that I passed the house I never had an idea that people lived there. The paint was 
chipped and cracked, the steps leading up to the building consisted of broken pieces of 
concrete that looked like they had been haphazardly glued back together in a very 
abstract manner to form steps. In addition, the roof of the apartment was covered with a 
huge blue tarp, covering some sort of damage. Although I never went inside I cannot 
imagine that any more effort was placed on that area. “It’s not sufficient anywhere. There 
are few housing developments, here. This is literally a crack house. What they will tell 
you is that it’s drug invested, up here. Mattapan Heights the police are always getting 
called. It’s not safe over there the police are always over there and I never want to coin 
our neighborhood as unsafe, but it is dangerous over there.”  Sierra brings up several 
points in her response. First, as we have thoroughly discussed, safe housing is a major 
issue in Mattapan and the community is not getting the respect and attention for the 
housing injustices that occur every day. Secondly, Mattapan is painted as  a dangerous 
community. Many of these poorly kept buildings foster a space for criminal activity 
because the issues are not being addressed by those that manage they building. The fear 
of one’s own neighborhoods can deter people from engaging  in physical activity. When I 
asked Nina, why she did not engage in exercise in her community she responded, “No, I 
am scared. You don’t even want to walk in Mattapan they make you scared of your own 
neighborhood. They're walking, they're doing it. But we can’t do it in our 
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neighborhoods.” This outside perception of Mattapan as a dangerous community starts to 
become believed by those that live in the community as well. While Mattapan is not a 
dangerous community there are pockets of the community where crime is a very 
prevalent issue, but that is not indicative of the environment as a whole. In any 
community there is going to be some level of crime present. If spaces that foster and 
promote crime like Shelia’s apartment are intentionally not addressed by management, 
crime will continue to progress. Creating higher levels of stress for those living in the 
community and must navigate around the barriers.  
 So, how do these issues intersect with food insecurity? For many like Shelia who 
struggle to sustain their homes in a time where the cost of living is rising every day, home 
owners must try to find other areas where they can save money in order to keep a roof 
over their heads. Food and clothing are often the areas that one is able to negotiate, how 
much they can spend. Alice explains how these things work together to affect one’s 
ability to purchase food, “One of the things that happens with the high cost of living in a 
community and having little leeway to modify the cost of living, if your rent is set at 
whatever it is and that’s more than a quarter or a third of your budget then that’s what 
you have to do. Where you feel like you may have some leeway is to get the cheaper food 
and get the less expensive food because that’s something you can make a modification in. 
Whereas you can’t modify those other cost that are inflexible.”   
 The lack of greens space, inflating cost of living and general outside perception of 
Mattapan are constantly working against those in the neighborhood to prohibit them from 
having access to health promoting spaces. These spaces also increase one’s stress level. 
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Having to make sure that your family has a roof to live under while navigating through 
spaces that are not well maintained, deters one from getting their needed exercise. Also 
finding a space to engage in physical activity is equally challenging. The balance of time 
one has left over after working long hours or multiple jobs, feeding your family, taking 
care of your home, making sure your children are safe and bills are paid leaves and empty 
balance of time leftover. Alice identifies these barriers that are continuously perpetuated in 
her community, “I would say…limited access to environments that promote increased 
and regular physical activity, the grocery stores, and the issues of economics. Because of 
discrimination in hiring and jobs and therefore income and wealth, all of these things 
have an impact on your choices for physical activity. The amount of leisure time you have 
for walking and biking and other things that are more common in other communities we 
have many people who are working multiple jobs they don’t get to go to the gym or the 
spa so economics and discrimination in terms of hiring and jobs also has an impact.”  
The Barrier is Everything 
Food deserts, food insecurity and a lack of general resources are all side effects of 
structural violence in Mattapan. Despite the vast knowledge of women in Mattapan 
concerning the nuances of healthiness, the environment does not permit them to luxury to 
participate in those aspects of healthiness. Structural violence is a cyclic issue that will 
continue to persist until the root is addressed. As Sierra explains, the barrier is not one 
thing it is multiple structural forces that are working against the community, “The barrier 
is everything. I am not trying to be funny but when you look at it, like I forgot education 
system right. WHAT they put in our kids bodies from 7 to 3 o’clock is crap. It has gotten a 
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little better, but it is not good. What are they feeding our kids? Then you have a whole 
bunch of people who are coming to school hungry and they're not getting nutritional food 
and then their going home and not getting nutritional food. Then you're wondering why 
kids don’t want to try kale…because they are not exposed to kale or swiss chard. It’s not 
in their community, they don’t see it at school, they don’t see it at all. Our kids are just so 
excited sometimes to get oranges and apples but then when we talk about exposure there 
is more than just that.” 
Structural violence is imbedded in our society, it is the force that makes not 
having a full-service grocery store, green space, transportation, equitable income and 
affordable and safe housing acceptable for Black bodies and communities. It allows these 
disparities to persist for years and years, eventually impacting ones ability to engage in 
behaviors that they know and believe are not healthy. This system makes it easier for 
outsiders of the communities to turn a blind eye, or completely ignore the disparities that 
exist within communities of colors. These structures allow others the authority to blame 
the individuals for being unhealthy, not acknowledging the state of the community. They 
ate it, it’s their problem.  You could argue that people could just get up and move to a 
different neighborhood that has more access more amenities and more green spaces. 
Instead, we should be asking ourselves why are there communities that do not have the 
most basic access to the minimal resources needed to survive. Food and shelter. 
 Economic inequality is the basis of why inequality persist and will continue to 
persist in Mattapan and communities alike, across the United States. In a community 
where 90% of the population identifies as non-white, this is strong evidence supporting 
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the concept that the environment plays a pivotal role in health (bphc.org). More than that, 
it acknowledges the fact that racial equity is important to counter chronic diseases. It 
takes more than just putting in grocery stores in these communities and expecting instant 
behavior change. It is important that we focus on creating equity and making sure that 
livable wages are afforded to everyone, that walkways and safe places are accessible, that 
there are restaurants in the community where members can pick up a healthy meal for 
their families and that there are  transportation routes for the community to access easily. 
Until black bodies, black health, and black communities are deemed as equal to others 
and are given equitable change of life, Mattapan will continue to be a site of disease, food 
insecurity and all of the side effects that come along with that. 
 
Everything possible is working against the women in Mattapan and yet, many women 
still find ways to resist and educate others. The women in Mattapan still strive to make 
sure that their neighborhood is recognized for the good that is within it, but they are also 
dedicated to fighting to change the trajectory of their community.  
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CHAPTER SIX:  
Making a Way Out of No Way: Resistance and Agency  
 
 
 
 
Everything possible works against the health of Mattapan’s Black women. Yet, 
many still find ways to resist and educate others. They still strive to make sure that their 
neighborhood is recognized for the good within it, while remaining dedicated to fighting 
to change the trajectory of their community. In this chapter, I will examine the ways in 
which Black women in Mattapan resist structural violence. In particular, I will argue that, 
through the Mattapan Farmer’s Market (MFM), women in the community are able 
reshape their own habitus which, in turn, contributes to reshaping the habitus of the 
community as a whole. The MFM not only fills a void produced by structural violence; it 
Figure 3:  Local Mattapan Farmer assists  customer  at Mattapan 
Farmers Market. Courtesy of MFFC Facebook.   
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also produces a space for women to resist structural barriers, while also renegotiating 
their habitus.  
Both the MFFC and the MFM were created as part of a larger effort to resist the 
structural barriers that have been imposed on the community. Reshaping one’s habitus 
takes resistance and agency, both of which are embodied through the Mattapan Square 
Farmer’s Market.  In addition to providing affordable, fresh, locally grown and culturally 
relevant foods for the community, it fosters relationships between the young and the 
seasoned members of the community, while promoting a sense of pride in Mattapan 
itself.  
 The need for Mattapan to have a space where residents can purchase fresh and 
affordable foods has been a long and ongoing struggle. Many stores have come and gone, 
even as the lack of healthy foods has remained constant. The stigmas that tarnish the 
name of Mattapan seriously impact the types of businesses that choose to provide their 
services to the community, even as the women in Mattapan specifically vocalize the need 
for a real, fully functioning, well-maintained grocery store in their neighborhood. 
Veronica explains how these types of businesses,  which do not  benefit the overall 
wellbeing of the Mattapan community, fail to offer Mattapan the resources they  
desperately need, “All we have is corner stores and every time there is an open space 
what goes in there is either a fast food joint, a nail salon, hair salon, a phone store…like 
things that we just don’t…we just don’t need those things.  Like nothing positive goes 
into those spaces.” The disconnect between what Mattapan wants and what they need is a 
major battle that the community continues to face. 
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The Have Nots 
 Until 2019, the Mattapan community was completely excluded from the process 
of deciding what businesses would provide services in their neighborhood. For years, the 
process was unregulated, even as residents vehemently complained about being excluded 
from decisions affecting their own community—the very neighborhoods where they paid 
taxes and raised their children. However, with new developments starting to pour into the 
neighborhood—especially over the last four years—community members banded 
together to form the Greater Mattapan Neighborhood Council (GMNC). Its purpose to 
finally have a voice in deciding which business establishments would enter the 
community.  
The GMNC represented a huge step but, even with the neighborhood council and 
with community activists urging that such resources enter the community, larger grocery 
stores remained unwilling to serve the Mattapan area. The stigma, bias and preconceived 
notions rooted in racism deterred them from investing in the community. As Jillian 
observed: 
It’s definitely a systems problem. It’s tied in with economics and where 
businesses think that they’ll get the biggest bang, and their investments will go the 
furthest. People don’t necessarily see Mattapan as a place where their money, 
their investment dollars will go the furthest. And so, I think that’s tied with the 
history of our city and redlining and racism. In all of those systemic things that 
have made Mattapan viewed in this way....So when people see Mattapan, they 
say, “Oh I am not going to put a Trader Joes here because obviously the only 
thing they like is going to corner stores,” and that’s not necessarily true—that’s 
just what the option is. 
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It was clear, through the interviews I conducted, that study participants—as well as other 
community members with whom I spoke—could readily identify the clear financial, 
racial, and social-class distinctions between Mattapan and other more affluent 
communities. They knew that Mattapan is seen as “less” than other communities, and that 
their own value as individuals had been reduced to how great a profit margin these 
businesses believed Mattapan could produce.  
Responses from community members highlight their awareness that prevent 
businesses avoid locating in Mattapan. As one woman noted, “I think there is this history 
of… just racism that impacts whether food business decide to locate here. I think, 
because they are often so unfamiliar with the community, they just ignore it all together.” 
They also viewed some of this reluctance as short-sighted: 
I think that even in this community—because it is a largely immigrant 
community—the types of foods that many people would often prefer to be 
available in their grocery stores—some of the larger markets are inattentive to 
that, and don’t consider that or how profitable it could be to bring in…cassava or 
other tropical foods that people will pay significant prices for those food items 
(Alice) 
 
They also knew that businesses often came into the community with their own 
agenda and purpose, never actually having consulted with the members of the 
community. If they did consult, and if Mattapan community members did not agree with 
the company’s objectives, there was no compromise. Businesses simply moved on to the 
next neighborhood, or went forward with their plans despite community opposition. Such 
corporate behavior made community members feel as though they were disposable.   
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The Daily Table 
Alice told me a story about a time when she and Sheila were invited to meet with 
a research team working with the Daily Table, a non-profit grocery store started by the 
former president of Trader Joe’s. The Daily Table works with a network of growers, 
supermarkets, and manufacturers who donate their excess foods, allowing the company to 
sell products at reduced prices. At the meeting, the research team explained the vision of 
the organization, and why they thought Mattapan would be a great space for this 
business. 
Sheila and Alice acknowledged the value and innovation of such a store. 
However, they responded that a Daily Table store would ultimately not have sufficient 
capacity to provide Mattapan with the full range of services it desperately needed. For 
example, remaindered produce like that sold at Daily Table is likely to rot faster than the 
produce sold at a Trader Joe’s. Yet, as we have seen, women in Mattapan cannot afford 
to waste food. So, making sure that their fresh foods will not deteriorate within twenty-
four hours is extremely important.  
Shalom spoke about the dilemma posed by places like the Daily Table—places 
that check the box for affordable prices, but whose quality is inconsistent. Often, by the 
time the food makes it to the shelf, it is already reaching its expiration date—a major 
deterrent for women who need foods that can with stand up to at least a couple of days in 
the refrigerator. As Shalom put it: 
“Sometimes when they give you the fresh fruit, like the two-dollar bag, 
that fruit is already on its way out the door, spoiled. That’s why its two dollars. It 
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sounds good—even like the Daily Table, if you don’t cook it like that day it’s 
gone, it’s over. Even the ready-made meals, if you don’t eat it that day, it’s not 
even worth me eating it. Which I found that with the jerk chicken…Just being able 
to get fresh food that’s going to last in your refrigerator, so if you want to make 
your salad tomorrow, your lettuce[is] brown as soon as you get home, and it’s 
only been sitting out for two minutes.” 
 
In theory, businesses like the Daily Table benefit communities that are food insecure. 
However, there is often an underlying caveat associated with these stores. The main one 
is that the consumer must prepare the foods they purchase on the same day. If not, the 
food goes bad, and the consumer ends up spending twice the money, because they have 
to discard and replace what they had bought.   
It was clear that Alice and Sheila were strongly committed to their stance on what 
their neighborhood needed—a full-service grocery store like Trader Joe’s itself, where 
people could conduct all of their grocery shopping without having to shop in multiple 
places. It was also clear that the research team was not willing to consider furthering a 
conversation about anything other than what they were proposing.   
It is one thing to have a grocery store like the Daily Table, when it co-exists with 
other stores, in order to create more affordable options. However, when it has to serve as 
the sole source of food for a community, it will unintentionally and inadvertently 
reproduce the same inequities and food insecurities. In speaking with Alice, it became 
clear that there was a clear disconnect between what the community needed, and what 
outsiders—unfamiliar with the actual lived experience of the women  who lived in 
Mattapan—had decided to put in the community. Even when the community directly 
expressed their concerns, they were ignored when they did not fall line with the larger 
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businesses agenda or with what these would-be benefactors had decided would most help 
the community.  
But, as Nina asked, “Why can’t we have a Trader Joe’s in Mattapan? Why can’t 
we have a Whole Foods in Mattapan? Just like in the white community.” Why indeed 
should the Mattapan community not want the same types of grocery stores as everyone 
else, instead of being offered substitutes? It is not a matter of their being ungrateful or 
unappreciative, but rather one of demanding equal access to the kinds of full service 
grocery stores that are generously dispersed throughout other Boston neighborhoods. 
Businesses that come into Mattapan believe the community should be grateful for any 
resources they have, no matter how decrepit or ill functioning they are.  
 
The Procedure and Protocols for the Market 
The stigma of Mattapan as an undesirable place, along with representations of 
Black women preferring to eat unhealthy foods, comprise the narratives generated and 
circulated by outsiders. Such experiences have driven some of the residents of Mattapan 
to resist these systemic oppressions and create their own spaces of healthiness, because it 
is clear that no one else will do it for them. 
It’s Friday, my first time attending the Farmer’s Market Planning Committee 
meeting. As I waited outside in the bitter cold of Boston for Sheila to buzz me into the 
building, I wondered what the members of the committee would think about another 
researcher coming into their community. I walked up the very steep steps of the MFFC 
building in order to get the office.  When I arrived, there were already about five people. 
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I was warmly greeted by Sheila, the Farmer’s Market manager as I walked in. There 
were several new faces in this meeting, including an older woman who looked like she 
was in her late sixties. (I only guessed that she was in her sixties because she had a head 
full of grey hair. Otherwise, I would have assumed that she was much younger because 
her skin was extremely smooth and almost wrinkle-free.) Her smile was warm and 
comforting and her presence made me feel welcomed. The other woman sitting across 
from her looked younger, maybe in her late forties, and was short and round, with an 
intricate hairstyle.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 
There were some familiar faces, like Veronica, along with some of the youth who 
trickled in as the meeting began. I found an empty seat at the end of the table, pulled out 
my notebook, and listened and observed. I was introduced to the group. The two older 
ladies were in charge of planning/organizing Senior Day at the market. The Vigorous 
Youth were charged with arriving to help set up each Saturday morning, breaking down 
and hauling tents back to the mezzanine when the market was over. 
During the meeting, we ordered pizza and salad, as we mapped and planned each 
special event that would take place over the summer. The youth brainstormed ideas for 
Teen Day and Youth Day. The women charged with organizing Senior Day offered ideas 
to the youth. 
 We laughed, planned, and envisioned the future of the Mattapan Farmer’s Market. When 
the meeting finally concluded, the small room where we were meeting was filled with 
sheets of paper plastered across the walls. Each paper had an assortment of carefully 
crafted ideas, plans, and tasks that we would carry out over the next several months. I left 
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the meeting with a feeling of excitement, even glee, and a lot of hope about the future of 
the Market, food security and the community (Field notes, Friday January, 26, 2018) 
 
The People 
 During the year that I worked with the Coalition team to get ready for the 
Mattapan Square Farmer’s Market, my main task was to develop a manual that outlined 
the procedures and protocols for running the market ––a task that MFFC had tried to 
complete for many years, and that was vital to the organization’s sustainability and 
successes. It provided the step-by-step guidelines for how to run the Farmer’s Market, 
including pivotal information about sponsors, running the events, state compliance 
procedures, and more. Without this type of documentation, no one outside of the market’s 
manager to have known how to run things. It was a record of the collective experience on 
how to make the whole thing work. 
There had been few opportunities for this type of documentation to be completed.  
The women who are a part of MFFC have robust and active lives. They work full-time 
jobs. They are students, mothers, wives, or caretakers, and sometimes all of the above. 
They spend their precious, limited, and unpaid time with the organization in order to 
resist the larger structures that constantly work against their community to create an 
unhealthy environment. The women know that, through their resistance and agency, they 
are a paving a better future for their families and community. They are working for the 
ability to access foods within the confines of their own neighborhood, not only for 
themselves and their families, but also for the future residents of Mattapan. But doing all 
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of these things rarely left anyone with time to compile an operating manual for the 
Farmer’s Market. 
The Process 
Each year, planning for the market starts in January. The planning committee 
meets once a month, to discuss and map out the major events for the market season. The 
committee itself is comprised of a small but dedicated group of Mattapan women, headed 
by Sheila, her assistant Sierra, Veronica, and the two other community women. Although 
small, the team produced exceptional results with minimal resources.  
There Market had no designated funding. The MFFC did apply for grants, but 
with everyone working full time, finding someone willing to help write proposals for a 
small fee posed a challenge. Sheila worked a full-time job, and who often cared for her 
grandson several times a week. Sierra also as well had a full-time job, and a young son 
and husband. Yet as busy as their schedules were, they ensured that the proper documents 
were turned in on time, the Market’s liability insurance payments were up to date, and the 
generators met Farmer’s Market guidelines. In addition to ensuring that the logistics were 
in place for the Market to operate, Sheila and Sierra worked constantly to improve the 
market itself. Their efforts were wide ranging, such as going out into the community to 
talk to people, making phone calls, and getting local businesses involved in the market.  
 
The Mattapan Square Farmer’s Market 
The Market officially opens in July, and runs through October. The Market season 
included a variety of events—Bike to the Market, Senior Day, Kids’ Day, Harvest Fest 
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and Teens Day, the latter, which was planned and executed by the Vigorous Youth. Each 
event features some sort of physical activity, a raffle, free giveaways, and delicious, 
locally grown foods—all of which encapsulate the needs of the community in various 
ways. In addition to having access to fresh, local and affordable foods, they can 
participate in cooking demonstrations about how to prepare those foods. The Coalition 
gives away hundreds of backpacks with school supplies, and has a “Kids Corner” with 
activities, as well as free meals for children.  
Every market provides a local dentist, free bike repairs from Boston Cyclists 
Union, representatives from Action for Boston Community Development (ABCD), and 
the Boston Organization of Nutritionists and Dietitians of Color, and local health 
organization come to take blood pressure and educate. The list of services that the market 
provides goes on and on.  In other words, unlike many other farmers’ markets, the 
Mattapan Market not only provides access to foods that that can otherwise be difficult to 
get conveniently; it also serves as a central location for members of the community to 
utilize needed resources. It supports the development of a sense of community and 
fellowship, while serving as a meeting space, a learning center, and a food resource.  
It also provides safe space for all members of the community to enjoy. Teens can 
hang out with their friends; children are able to engage in arts and crafts, while also 
learning about nutritious foods; and elders can participate in chair aerobics and other 
activities. There are other activities that people of all ages can enjoy, including cooking 
demonstrations and listening to live music from local artists. During the months that the 
MFM operates, it truly serves as the center of the neighborhood.  
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Through the Farmers Market, the MFFC is creating and building a community 
whose residents are actively engaged, and learning to use their talents to resist structural 
violence and the barriers produced by those forces. They are learning the intricacies of a 
healthy food system, while also learning how to grow and sell their own fruits and 
vegetables. Community members share skills on how to prepare those foods, which gives 
agency to individuals—especially those who are younger, who might otherwise not know 
how to prepare vegetables like eggplant. The Market has created a more informed and 
engaged community, involved in creating an overall better future. Alice spoke about the 
importance of shopping locally and its benefits:  
Shopping local is important on many levels. Local means convenient, and if it's 
convenient to get healthier food, you are more likely to eat healthy food. So, for 
me, it’s helpful to be able to get food locally. Also, through our Farmer’s Market, 
we are able to support local farmers, and that helps the larger economy of our 
community and communities that are near us, and that adds an asset to the 
community as well.  
Then the other aspect is that the Farmer’s Market is communal in many 
ways. It’s really important in strengthening the community, and building 
relationships in the community. 
 
The Farmer’s Market is a way for Mattapan to create an economic system within its own 
community. It then also becomes a powerful framework, upon which Mattapan has built 
its market.  
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The Farmers 
 
  
The Mattapan Farmer’s Market was specifically designed to address the needs of 
the Mattapan community. Each of the previously mentioned events targeted a specific 
population, with the goal of engaging them in the Market and educating them about 
healthy practices, cooking quick and easy meals, chair workouts (and other activities), 
and general education related to reading labels and shopping healthy on a budget. In this 
sense, the Market is one of the most prominent and effective ways in which the MFFC 
has been promoting health and giving the community easily accessible, affordable and 
culturally relevant foods. Indeed, understanding that foods sold at the market must 
include foods native to community members is a huge part of its success.. Alice reiterated 
how important these foods are to adherence and the continuation of healthy eating: 
“Having access to culturally desired food is another important thing, because what we 
Figure 4:  Vegetable Display at Mattapan Farmers Market. 
Courtesy of MFFC. 
 
 129 
now understand is that traditional diets were indeed much healthier than contemporary 
highly manufactured diets.”  
 During my Saturdays I worked with the Farmer’s Market, two farmers who 
participated in the Mattapan Farmers Market stood out. One catered to the older and 
Caribbean communities who shopped at the market.  Her produce included mostly 
vegetables, like chard, spinach, broccoli, radishes, kale, collard greens, cabbage, lettuce, 
okra, squash, green and yellow beans, zucchini, chili peppers, beets, cucumber, garlic, 
and sweet potatoes. India, the other famer, sold a wider variety of foods, including 
homemade baked goods like chocolate cookies, sweet potato pies, and apple pies. She 
also sold meats, an array of fruits that included peaches, strawberries and blueberries, 
along with fresh honey. Most of her shoppers were younger, typically families and small 
children. The Market makes a point of recruiting farmers who sell a variety of options, so 
that there is something for everyone who attends.  
 The sale of culturally relevant foods further promotes utilization of the market, and 
creates a sense of representation of the multitude of cultures from throughout the African 
Diaspora. For example, Alice highlights the importance of having foods that are native to 
Southern Black culture, as well as to Caribbean culture. 
 I’m also talking about my experience as a person from the South growing 
up in the 1950s and 60s. What was then viewed as a typical diet was low in sugar 
and fairly low in salt. Fruits and vegetables were a part of every meal, and those 
fruits and vegetables were locally grown, and grown without pesticides. So, in 
many ways our diets were very healthy. 
 People who come in from the Caribbean eat root vegetables, fish, and 
seafood as a significant part of their diet. Fruits are part of their cultural 
tradition and a staple of their diet. All of those things to me are essential healthy 
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foods, and the more we can make those accessible, then people continue to enjoy 
those cultural foods. 
 We know that when people feel a sense of personal pride and 
connectedness, they also live healthier lives, because they can take pride in who 
they are. So, making those kinds of food available is also an important piece of 
ensuring the nutritional health of the community. 
 
These are foods that many people would otherwise have to travel far beyond their 
neighborhood to purchase, and to pay significantly more for, between the money and 
time involved.. To have them available in one’s own community brings a sense of home 
and cherished memories into the community.  
In order to ensure that everyone could purchase produce at the Market, all of the 
farmers sold theirs at affordable rates; all of them accept SNAP and WIC. In fact, the 
majority of the market sales derived from SNAP or WIC dollars. In previous years, some 
who sold their produce at the Mattapan Farmer’s Market were given the use of a plot of 
land at the Mattapan community garden plot, for a discounted rate. In exchange, they sold 
their produce at a lower rate.  
This system of bartering ensures the accessibility of nutritious food through a 
range of means, allowing those who want to farm to do so. In return, it provides food that 
is locally grown for lower rates than what is sold in supermarkets. By employing local 
farmers and having them sell their produce to their community, the Mattapan Farmer’s 
Market has created ways to invest money back into that community, beautifying it while 
also creating opportunities for farmers to earn a sustainable income for themselves and 
their families. 
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Going to the Corner Stores   
Studies have repeatedly shown that when people have access to healthy foods, 
they eat better. In turn, they then tend to have lower rates of diet-related chronic diseases. 
Conversely, neighborhoods with high concentrations of convenience stores, or smaller 
“non-chain grocery stores,” tend to have poorer diets and worse health outcomes.   
 In 2013, the MFFC participated in an initiative called Healthy on the Block (HOB), 
which created additional access to nutritious, healthy food and drinks. It worked with 
local corner-store owners, to improve their fresh produce. Many of the neighborhood 
corner stores were actually receptive. They wanted to provide healthier options, but did 
not know exactly how to obtain them, while still being able to sell them for a reasonable 
price. Four local Mattapan convenience stores participated in the initiative. Each was 
required to stay involved for at least six months. The MFFC worked with them, teaching 
them how to select and handle produce for their stores. This seemingly minute skill 
created a drastic difference in the shelf life of the produce in the stores. Many store 
owners never thought there was a market in Mattapan to sell fruits and other healthier 
options; the HOB taught them differently.  
  Healthy on the Block connected local store owners with “city and state resources 
for business improvement” (mattapanfoodandfitness.org). By the end of the initiative, the 
owners were “able to stock fresh produce and healthier options, display marketing 
materials, label and promote healthy items, maintain cleanliness of the store, and 
participate in technical assistance/training opportunities provided by Strategic Alliance 
for Health” (bphc.org).  Supported by the Boston Public Health Commission, as well as 
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city and local agencies, the initiative ended up being extremely successful. It also 
received immense support from community members, who were excited to have healthy 
options incorporated into their local corner stores.  
The incorporation of fresh produce does not eliminate the consumption of junk 
foods, but it can have an impact on reducing the amount of junk food consumed by 
individuals, while providing healthier options to choose from. Convenience stores are 
located at almost every corner in Mattapan. Placing and advertising healthier options, 
such as fruits and vegetables, in these stores increases both exposure and access to 
healthy foods. This is way it is so important to support and maintain programs like 
Healthy on Block, in order to change the narrative of what desired foods are in Mattapan.  
The Mattapan Food and Fitness Coalition has been able to make momentous 
strides in transforming the way many of these stores operated. As successful as this 
program was, due to a lack of funding HOB was unable to continue. Forcing the stores 
that did participate to slowly revert back to their previous ways operating. We must also 
remember that the four stores that participated in HOB were only four out of thirty plus 
convenience stores located in the neighborhood. It is evident that the overwhelming 
presence of convenience stores is harmful to the health of the community. They are 
literally on every corner, and the majority of these convenience stores have no interest in, 
or cannot afford to provide healthy options. The members of the MFFC were able to take 
on the structural barriers in their neighborhood and create spaces where they could access 
healthy foods. 
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Healthy on the Block and the Farmers Market are just a few of the many ways 
that MFFC engages the community and creates access to nutritious and healthy foods. 
The Mattapan community has reached their capacity. They have made numerous strides 
and have paved the foundation for change in their community 
Moving Forward 
The MMFC is working to increase access to, and utilization of, the Mattapan 
Farmer’s Market, while also working with local businesses and restaurants to promote 
healthier food options on their menus. Realizing that structural violence is at the root of 
injustices that face community  members, the MMFC recognizes that, to resist, they—
along with others in the community—must become their own advocates. As Alice 
argued: 
…advocacy around the investment in parks and green spaces and making the 
streets walkable, bike-able and fixing up the sidewalks, are all infrastructure 
support that we shouldn’t have to spend a lot of time advocating for, because 
that’s what are tax dollars are supposed to be going towards. But feeling that we 
have to become strong advocates because we are not getting our proper share of 
those resources currently.  
 
This advocacy encompasses encouraging and supporting bills and policies that advance 
economic equality, protect homeowners, and create safer neighborhoods and amenities.  
Studies have shown that “development of economically disadvantaged African 
American neighborhoods is critical to effectively prevent diet-related diseases among this 
population” (Zenk 2005). Grocery stores are not only essential to the health of 
communities; they are also financial anchors, “supplying local jobs and creating foot 
traffic for additional businesses” (FoodTrust.org), ultimately bolstering the economy of 
the neighborhood. It takes a broader problematization of larger structures to understand 
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the ways to have a permanent impact on the everyday lives of people in the community. 
Thinking about the larger ways that the MFFC can promote healthiness is at the 
foundation of their mission.  
It is evident that the Mattapan community is passionate about food and the 
connectiveness and pride it brings to the community.  Through events like the Mattapan 
farmers market the community is exposed to a vast horizon of fresh and affordable foods. 
This event is anticipated because it is not only a space to purchase healthy food. It is a 
space for all people of Mattapan to share in various skills and techniques of cooking. It is 
a space where people come to listen and support local musical artist and learn the latest 
dances. Through these events the community is actively  shifting their habitus by helping 
members of the community to incorporate means of healthiness into their lives. 
Ultimately, shifting the habitus of the community.  
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CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
Conclusion 
 
"The most disrespected woman in America, is the black woman. The most unprotected 
person in America is the black woman. The most neglected person in America, is the 
black woman."  
 
Malcolm X - (Who Taught You To Hate Yourself, 1962) 
 
 
Black women in American have had to continuously negotiate the dichotomy of 
having a prominent presence in the workforce, while also mothering and caring for their 
children. Having to balance both roles is not unique to Black women. What is unique to 
Black women, however, is having to navigate these positions while also facing the effects 
of systemic racism and structural violence. The presence of structural violence impacts 
every aspect of Black women’s lives, and constantly works against them in the social, 
economic, and political realms. It makes everyday life incredibly difficult, and prevents 
Black women from accessing the basic resources they need, in order to provide healthy 
foods for themselves as well as their families.   
Because structural violence is rooted in racism and prejudice, Black women’s 
experience of struggling with food insecurity differs from that of White women. Many 
times, Black women are automatically dismissed and criticized as “trying to benefit off of 
the government” when they need assistance. The truth is that the majority of Black 
women in Mattapan work full time, while struggling to provide financially for their 
families and themselves.  
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 Mattapan, as a community, still has to overcome negative stereotypes, many of 
which are deeply rooted in the history of racist practices such as blockbusting. As a 
result, Mattapan has been tainted with labels like “gang-infested”, “violent”, or “low-
income and drug filled”. This is not the Mattapan that I came to know, nor the Mattapan 
that the community knows. Yet, this is the way that the rest of Boston sees Mattapan; in 
turn, this is how investors see the community. Many of the businesses that Mattapan 
would like to attract to provide nutritious foods, look at these statistics and the negative 
rhetoric, and automatically decide it is too risky to establish their business there. As a 
result, several grocery stores have come and gone over the years, some within a matter of 
months.  
As we have seen, Mattapan only has only America’s Food Basket, one grocery 
store for the entire neighborhood. Yet out of my fifteen participants, and all of my 
informal conversations, only two women said that they actually shopped at AFB. Those 
two were elderly, and felt as though they had no other option, unless they asked family 
members do their grocery shopping for them. All the other women and even men 
shopped at grocery stores outside of their community. Participants have described taking 
an hour-long journey by foot to get to grocery stores outside of Mattapan. The 
overwhelming response from the community was that they want to eat healthy food. They 
want to cook for their families; they want to sit around the table and have dinner with 
their family. But access to healthy and nutritious foods makes accomplishing this 
objective extremely difficult.  
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What often happens instead, because food is so expensive and their budgets are so 
tight, is that women from Mattapan pick up unhealthy foods that are quick, available and 
cheap. The presence of convenience stores and fast food restaurants makes it difficult to 
avoid these obstacle and purchase healthy foods. Even if it cost only fifteen dollars to 
make a meal , if less than a dollar will buy several packages of raman noodles, it is 
difficult not to purchase the noodles, because they are more affordable. Indeed, due to 
structural violence and the presence of structural barriers in Mattapan, the ability to eat, 
access and cook healthy foods has become a luxury that many Black women living there 
cannot afford. This reality makes the risk of developing chronic diseases 
disproportionately high and even almost unavoidable. 
The community cannot force grocery chains to put a store in their neighborhood. 
They can lobby; they can gauge the support for their effort from local representatives; 
they can even contact those executives; but they cannot make grocery stores magically 
appear in their neighborhood. The MFFC and other organizations in Mattapan have 
engaged in these forms of activism. They have tried to conjure support at all levels, to get 
a quality and affordable grocery store in their neighborhood. Additionally, as we have 
seen a few small strides have been made to improve the produce sold in local stores. Still, 
women in Mattapan are largely left with little choice other than to look out for 
themselves. 
In the face of these challenges, each and every day, the men and especially the 
women of the Mattapan Food and Fitness Coalition work to improve their access to 
healthy and affordable foods. As a small neighborhood organization, however, there is 
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only so much they can do. They try to promote health and fitness as much and as often as 
they can. They transform green spaces by cleaning and beautifying them; they have 
created a number of community gardens. In these spaces, the community is able to share 
and pass on knowledge of farming, and ways of cooking and preparing healthy foods. 
The act of teaching these skills to one another builds strong community ties and instills a 
sense of pride among members in the Mattapan community.  
Resistance has always been at the forefront of Black women’s lives. Historically, 
they resisted slavery by poisoning their slave masters, and helping to plan and execute 
multiple revolts. Today, Black women have had to use this same type of will and 
resistance to fight for the betterment of their community, so that their children and their 
children’s children can have better and easier access to nutritious food, healthy 
environments, walkable streets and equitable treatment. Activists in Mattapan have made 
exceptional strides to educate their neighborhood on ways to prepare and grow nutritious 
foods but, for most of the year, foods considered nutritious are not even available. This 
why—as a form of resistance to the structural barriers present throughout their 
community—the MFFC prioritized creating their own food system.  
Yet, the fact remains that, in Boston, the farming and harvest seasons do not last 
that long. The Farmer’s Market is open roughly four months out of the year. When the 
Market is not open, community members are forced to rely on the one subpar grocery 
store in the neighborhood, or must  travel outside of their neighborhood to access quality 
food. During those eight months, families are essentially displaced from accessing 
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affordable fresh foods in the very communities where they pay taxes, raise their children, 
live and work.  
Although the MFFC has made strides to make sustainable change in their 
community there has to be more assistance from the city and the state. This support must 
take the form not only of financial investment, but also the will to enact policies that 
ensure access to grocery stores in their community. It must include improved 
infrastructure—well-paved sidewalks  where people can walk, and safe parks where 
children can play, so that community members can engage in physical activity.  
 
Discussion for Future Changes in Mattapan 
In this last section I want to discuss what I believe should happen in Mattapan 
moving forward, in order to strengthen the community’s ability to engage in behaviors 
that will make them one of the healthiest communities in Boston. First, in order to make 
the “healthy choice the easy choice,” Mattapan must have a real, quality, full-service 
grocery store. This is an opportunity for state and city officials to collaborate with 
members of the Mattapan community, to determine the type of grocery store that would 
most benefit the community. Eventually, Mattapan should have the opportunity to have 
multiple grocery stores located within its borders, so that all members have access to the 
foods they need.  
It is important to highlight, of course, that grocery stores do not equate to better 
health. By no means am I suggesting that the presence of a grocery store will magically 
eliminate the prevalence of chronic diseases in the Mattapan community. The women in 
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Mattapan do know what healthy food is and they want those foods for their community. 
Having grocery stores in the community and having access to those foods will make it 
easier and more convenient for people to eat the healthy foods that they want, and to 
prepare for their families and community.  
Second, Mattapan needs to become a priority for the city of Boston. Its residents 
are suffering from chronic diseases—specifically obesity—at disproportionally high 
rates, when compared with other neighborhoods in Boston. Infrastructural  improvements 
are an absolute necessity to the overall health of the community. Mattapan needs paved 
streets that are walkable, and the implementation of bike lanes for members of the 
community to safely participate in physical activities.  
Mattapan needs more efficient access to public transportation, which should 
include improvements to current bus routes, as well as the and expansion and remodeling 
of other transportation systems serving the community, to make travel faster and more 
efficient. Parks owned by the city need to be maintained and kept up. The city of Boston 
also needs to invest in the community, and foster the development and success of local 
businesses.  
Currently Mattapan residents along with the Boston Planning and Redevelopment 
Agency have developed an initiative known as PLAN, which is described as, “a city 
planning initiative that seeks to ensure that we preserve wisely, enhance equitably, and 
grow inclusively” (bostonplans.org). The goal is to develop and invest into Mattapan 
while  identifying the needs required for “equitable growth and sustainable 
neighborhoods” (bostonplans.org). Thus far, various meetings have been held with 
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members of the community to seek input from, and work collaboratively with 
neighborhood members on their concerns for the future of Mattapan. The meetings have 
focused primarily on the issues of housing and transportation. Both of which are essential 
to the development and advancement of the community of Mattapan. Yet, tackling the 
lack of healthy and affordable food has gone relatively unaddressed within these 
meetings. The issue of quality foods being brought into the neighborhood consistently get 
moved to the backburner. 
Finally, and most importantly, structural violence must be addressed by 
confronting the infrastructural issues and amenities in the community. At the core of the 
issues of structural violence in Mattapan is income inequality. This is a problem that is 
deeply embedded within our country, making the task of providing healthy food almost 
impossible. It must be addressed nationally as well as locally. Otherwise, the cycle of 
poverty and health disparities will persist among Black women.  Having a living wage is 
needed in order to support families so that they can provide the basic needs.  
Unhealthy foods have become a part of the habitus of Black women in Mattapan. 
But deeply engrained in their habitus is also an ancestral history of resilience, resistance 
and innovation. This capacity for resistance is what Black women in Mattapan embodied 
when they developed the famers market and community gardens. Black women are 
suffering in today’s society, they are struggling to embody a state of healthiness that their 
environment does not permit. Suffering often times goes unnoticed and unattended to. 
Black women have constantly been forced to move through these ways of suffering by 
themselves. Policy makers, government officials and allies have the opportunity to stand 
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up and speak out on the injustices that occur in Mattapan and communities of color all 
over the nation.  
People must be able to afford to eat healthy food, and to access them locally. For 
that to happen, it will take the combined efforts of activist, government officials, 
community members, lobbyist, physicians, organization and institutions like the food 
industry. Everyone plays a pivotal part in changing the presence of hunger and food 
insecurity, to reduce as well the incidence of chronic diseases.  
Imagine if the Black women of Mattapan had a grocery store in their 
neighborhood, along with equitable pay. It would save, or at least significantly reduce, 
the amount of time women spend obtaining groceries. It would allow more time for 
women to shop, prepare and eat with their families.  Indeed, it would change the whole 
trajectory of the health of this community. 
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